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Walking on Eggshells: Abused Women’s 
Experiences of Ontario’s Welfare System 

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
April 5, 2004 

Research Partners 
The research was undertaken by three academics (Prof. Janet Mosher of York University 
(Principal Investigator), Prof. Patricia Evans of Carleton University and Prof. Margaret 
Little of Queen's University and two community partners: the Ontario Association of 
Interval Houses (OAITH; Eileen Morrow); and the Ontario Social Safety NetWork 
(OSSN; Jo-Anne Boulding and Nancy VanderPlaats).  

The research partners were also greatly assisted by an Advisory Committee, especially in 
the formulation of the key research questions and in the development of the interview 
guides. We are indebted to the members of the Advisory Committee for all of their 
assistance: thank you to Jacqueline Bittencourt (Ottawa); Jeannette Couture (Muskoka); 
Nancy Johnson (Toronto); Halina Kurowska (Peel), and Donalda Simmons (Belleville).  

The Social Sciences and Humanities Research Council funded the research for a three-
year period (commencing February 2000, and extended for a one-year period).  We are 
extremely grateful to the Council for making this partnership and the research project 
possible. 

Methodology 
The primary research undertaking was 64 in-depth qualitative interviews of 1.5-3 hours 
in length with women who are, or have ever been, in an abusive adult intimate 
relationship and are at present, or have been at some point since 1995, in receipt of social 
assistance benefits through Ontario Works (OW) or the Ontario Disability Support 
Program (ODSP).  Of these interviews, five were conducted in Tamil, five in Bengali, six 
in Spanish and three through cultural interpreters in other languages. Of the 64 women 
interviewed, 38 (60%) had immigrated to Canada and seven identified as aboriginal. The 
interviews were conducted between November, 2001 and March, 2003. The main 
geographic regions of the province covered were: Ottawa, Kingston, Toronto, London, 
Muskoka, Peel and Tyendinaga Reserve, Mohawk Territory. The interview guide is 
attached as Appendix 1.  

A questionnaire was mailed to all area administrators of Ontario Works (48).  Thirty-five 
completed questionnaires were returned, for a response rate of 73%. The questionnaire 
is attached as Appendix 2. 

A draft of the key findings from our analysis of the interviews and the questionnaires was 
circulated to a group of approximately 40 women, including women who participated in 
the interviews, front line shelter workers, women's equality advocates and social justice 
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advocates. We held a full day forum on February 6th in Toronto. We asked the women 
present whether our key findings resonated with their experiences and what they were 
seeing in their front-line work.  The answer we heard: a resounding 'yes'. 

RESEARCH FINDINGS 

Overview 
The findings from our research project make clear that women who flee abusive 
relationships and turn to welfare seeking refuge and support frequently find neither. 
Women's experiences of welfare are often profoundly negative.  Women struggle to 
survive with their children on little income, often going without adequate food, shelter 
and clothing.  They encounter a system that is less than forthcoming about their 
entitlements, and about the multiple rules with which they must comply.  Their hopes of 
training and employment through workfare participation are almost invariably dashed.  
They are often subjected to demeaning and humiliating treatment from workers within a 
system in which suspicion and the devaluation of recipients are structured into its very 
core. For many the experience of welfare is like another abusive relationship.  And 
virtually every woman with whom we spoke was caught in one or more double binds as 
she struggled to be a good mother, good worker and good citizen.  Disturbingly, the 
decision to return to an abusive relationship is often the 'best' decision for a woman, in a 
social context of horrendously constrained options. 

Simultaneously and very importantly, the welfare system is also misused by abusive men 
to enhance their power and control over women. Their power and control is enhanced 
when women return to, or can't leave, the relationship because they are unable to 
adequately provide for themselves and their children on welfare.  Abusive men's power 
and control is also shored up when they are able to call anonymously to welfare snitch 
lines, and when they can readily set women up for fraud prosecutions.  And their power 
and control is further strengthened when they can manipulate systems because of better 
English language skills.  

This picture of abused women's experiences on welfare stands in sharp contrast to the 
state's promise of zero tolerance of domestic violence so frequently trumpeted in the 
criminal justice context.  The 'deserving' recipients of criminal justice protection (and we 
hasten to add that this protection does not always materialize in practice) are, as our 
report details, recast within the welfare regime as undeserving and untrustworthy.  In the 
welfare context abused women are subjected to another zero tolerance policy -- zero 
tolerance of welfare fraud regime -- a regime abusive men readily exploit.   

Genuine respect of women's right to safety, and to live free of violence in their lives 
means creating the social conditions -- adequate welfare, access to safe housing, access to 
childcare, access to employment that pays a living wage, etc. -- that would truly make it 
difficult for men to "get away with it".  As is clearly revealed by our interviews, access 
to meaningful social supports is absolutely essential to women's safety.  A responsive, 
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supportive, adequately funded welfare system could play a fundamental role in securing 
women's safety and women's equality.  

What is needed most urgently and most profoundly is a fundamental paradigm shift; a 
shift from viewing poverty as the failing of individuals, and those who are poor as lazy, 
unmotivated and deceptive.  To the extent that the welfare system in Ontario continues to 
operate from such a paradigm, there is really little hope that it will offer meaningful 
support to facilitate women's safe exit from abusive relationships.  Women will continue 
to be subjected to demeaning, humiliating treatment; will be constantly regarded with 
suspicion; and will be subject to the control and discipline of the state.   Women will 
continue to return to abusive relationships, women will not be safe, and women will not 
be equal citizens.   

1.) Inadequacy of benefits 
Virtually all of the women interviewed reported that the amount of money that they had 
to live on while receiving social assistance was inadequate to meet their basic needs and 
those of their children. Many women had to spend all, or nearly all, of their monthly 
allowance to cover their shelter costs. Many reported regularly going without meals, 
having inadequate shelter (unable to heat their dwellings, units in very bad disrepair, 
overcrowding, etc.), inadequate clothing (especially during winter months); and lack of 
access to transportation. Several women reported medical problems as a result of 
inadequate nutrition. Many women were without phones, a gravely dangerous situation 
for abused women. 

In the complex decision-making process of whether to stay in or return to an abusive 
relationship it is clear that the adequacy of welfare rates plays a significant role: nine of 
the women we interviewed remained in abusive relationships because they knew how 
much they would receive on welfare and felt that they couldn't provide adequately for 
themselves and their children on the rates; seven women reported returning to the abusive 
relationship in situations where their struggle to survive on welfare was the reason, or 
one of the main reasons, for returning; and six women were contemplating returning to 
the abusive relationship at the time of the interview or had contemplated returning 
because of the difficulties they were experiencing on welfare.  

In our survey of area administrators, 17 of 35 responded affirmatively when asked, "Are 
you aware of any cases where a woman has left welfare and returned to an abusive 
relationship because she found that she was unable to adequately support herself and her 
children on welfare?". 

2.) The Intersections of Abuse, Paid Work and Workfare   
The voices of the women reflected in this report speak forcefully to the many ways that 
OW workfare policy is not working. The requirements are being applied in ways that 
almost always ignore the abuse they have experienced, discount the needs their children 
have for care, and their own health problems. Women are not receiving information about 
deferrals from workfare requirements, and the provisions in place to respect restrictions 
on childcare are very often disregarded. Women also found that their OW workers paid 
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little attention to their own career goals.  The experience of workfare is rarely viewed as 
positive; most often, women are unable to access the supports they need, whether it is 
modest costs associated with training, or programs such as ESL.  It is ‘not busy in the 
right places’.  Women are not receiving a ‘hand up’ -- on the contrary, they tell us that it 
is more like an obstacle course. 

Women spoke powerfully about their need for real opportunities and good jobs.  They do 
not believe that the shortest route to employment is the best route or that any job is a 
good job.  They have been, or are, in precarious employment and they know that they 
need to find decent jobs to be able to provide adequately for themselves and any children 
they may have.  The workfare requirement does not further their opportunities for decent 
employment.  What it does do, however, is to further stigmatize women on welfare as 
individuals who, in the absence of a requirement to participate in work or work-related 
activities, would prefer ‘scrounging’ to working. Such a policy is profoundly dissonant 
with the aspirations and realities of the lives and experiences of women in this study.  

3.) Spousal and Child Support 
"It's crazy to have women track men down (for support), you're running from him for 
God's sake." 

This quote from one of the woman interviewed for our study captures vividly the 
problems that arise when women are required to pursue abusive spouses for support as a 
pre-condition to welfare eligibility.  In addition to well-grounded fears of violence, many 
women are reluctant to pursue support because they want to move on with their lives and 
have no contact with their abusive partners, or because they worry that a claim for 
support will launch a counter-claim for custody or access that would be harmful for both 
them and their children. 

Although a temporary waiver may be granted in cases of domestic violence, several 
problems were identified with this regime: almost no women were told of the waiver; no 
definition of domestic violence is provided and no guidelines exist as to when further 
extensions are warranted; standards for verification are vague; and many women (often 
those who are most marginalized) do not have access to the forms of verification 
requested. These difficulties with the waiver regime are compounded by the reality -- 
described so vividly by the women in this study -- that many women do not disclose the 
abuse to their welfare workers. 

4.) Spouse in the House 
The definition of 'spouse' and of 'same sex partner' create great difficulties for many low-
income women and unfairly discriminates against women.  Our report shows, not 
surprisingly, that the present definition lead some women to be very wary of forming 
relationships at all, preclude some living arrangements which could help reduce costs, 
and subject women to a great deal of scrutiny of their intimate lives.  The definition is so 
complex and ambiguous that it is virtually impossible for women to know when a spousal 
relationship will be found. Our report also shows some abusive partners threaten, and 
act on the threat, to call the welfare fraud line to falsely accuse women of living in 
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'common-law' relationships.  Women described how such threats further the abuser's 
power and control, leaving them feeling trapped with no where to turn.   

5.) Constantly Living Under Suspicion; Welfare Surveillance 
Many threads weave together the web of suspicion and surveillance in which women find 
themselves: from 'enhanced verification' procedures and eligibility reviews; to scrutiny of 
their intimate relationships; to home visits; to compliance with workfare; to detailed, 
intricate rules that are hard to ascertain yet where failure to comply can have disastrous 
consequences. Many of the women we spoke with described what it is like to be caught 
up in this web of suspicion and surveillance.  Many said that in their interactions with the 
welfare system they constantly felt they were being treated as suspected criminals.  The 
extensive documentation demands, the need to verify and prove everything, the insistent 
calls to report to the office, and some of their personal interactions with workers 
contributed to this sense. 

Lack of access to full and comprehensible information creates many problems, one of the 
most significant of which is the constant fear that one might be in violation of a rule that 
one doesn't even know exists.  The difficulty of ascertaining the rules -- which are 
complex, often discretionary, and frequently counter-intuitive (loans count as income, 
e.g.) -- combines with the fear of extreme and negative consequences if one breaks a rule 
(being cut-off and/or charged with fraud), to lead many women to the conclusion that it is 
simply not safe to talk to their workers, including about the abuse in their lives.  

Many abusive men threaten to report and/or do report their current or past partners to 
welfare, alleging fraud.  As noted above, the alleged fraud often is based on a claim that 
the woman is living with her 'boyfriend', or 'common law partner'.  Sometimes the man 
calling claims to be the person living with her, sometimes he points to another man.  In 
most of the instances of this in our interviews, the allegations were baseless.  
Nevertheless, more often than not, benefits were immediately terminated.  One woman 
had her benefits terminated four times; each time it was her former abusive partner who 
called, and the welfare office was aware of the history of abuse.  Threats or actual calls to 
welfare by abusive partners occurred for roughly 20% of the women interviewed.  

We note too that in the survey completed by area administrators of welfare, 20 of the 35 
respondents that answered this question answered affirmatively when asked, "Are you 
aware of any cases where an abusive partner has reported to the welfare fraud hotline or 
elsewhere that his former partner is living with another man?" 

6.) Difficulties in Accessing Information 
Women told us of the extraordinary difficulties that they have had in accessing accurate 
and timely information that might be of benefit to them.  General prohibitions and 
obligations seem to have been rather well communicated to women, such as the 
obligation to report income and to pursue child support.  However, very few women 
knew about the availability of special benefits and the possibility of deferrals or waivers 
of some OW requirements.  
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Importantly as well, many of the rules are so complex -- e.g. the definition of spouse -- 
that is extraordinarily difficult for anyone (even with full access to the relevant policies) 
to confidently discern what is/not permissible.  Women during our February 6th forum 
also noted that the sheer terror of going into the office and the gravity of the many issues 
women face when they leave the abusive relationship make it exceedingly difficult to 
take in information. 

Trying to access information was incredibly frustrating and it took women many attempts 
to contact their workers. And, when contact was made, they often discovered that the 
information they had received was inaccurate.  Women also found it very difficult to get 
a timely response from workers when they needed immediate help or information 
(cheque not arrived, emergency travel, e.g.).      

Some women did identify helpful workers, but they were far more likely to receive 
information and support in navigating the welfare system from workers in shelters and 
other community organizations. Agencies providing culturally-based services proved to 
be a vital source of information for women recently arrived in Canada as immigrants and 
refugees. The need to provide basic information and advocacy about OW adds to the 
already stretched budgets of community-based agencies; their work is made much more 
difficult because of the considerable inconsistency in the application of policies from 
worker to worker, and office- to-office.  

7.) Parallels Drawn Between Welfare & Abusive Relationships 
Many women drew explicit parallels between their experiences on welfare, and their 
experiences of abuse.  And in several other instances, although the women did not draw 
the explicit parallel, there were many similarities in their descriptions of their abusive 
relationships and of their experiences of welfare.   

Four predominant parallels emerged in the interviews: 
i) the near complete control of information and the difficulties of getting access to 
accurate and full information, a tactic which maintains domination and control; 
ii) the sense of walking on egg shells, just never knowing when you'll run afoul of some 
unknown rule, expectation, etc. and you'll suffer greatly if you do; 
iii) demeaning and humiliating treatment and in particular, being made to grovel and beg 
for benefits; and 
iv) not being trusted -- constantly under suspicion and thus constantly under surveillance.  

8.) Lack of Knowledge of the Dynamics of Abuse 
As reflected both in the area administrators’ responses and in the women's experiences of 
welfare, in the vast majority (but not all) of the welfare offices in Ontario there is very 
little training and thus very little evolved institutional expertise on woman abuse within 
the welfare system.   

In our interviews with women, when asked what needed to change in the welfare system, 
the most common response was the way they were treated by welfare workers.  They 
wanted workers who would treat them with understanding, compassion and respect and 
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who would understand the circumstances of their lives, including the abuse.  Many noted 
that the responses they experienced from particular workers were responses required by 
or encouraged by the dictates and culture of the welfare system.  As we noted above, 
what is required is a paradigm shift; only then can it be anticipated the personal 
interactions between women and welfare workers will be transformed.  Additionally, 
specific training on woman abuse is absolutely required.  

9.) Shelters and Access to Housing 
The lack of affordable housing is a key reason why many women do not leave abusive 
partners and why they return to them.  Many women interviewed experienced insecure 
and precarious housing arrangements.  Women in their recommendations for change 
reiterated how important access to emergency shelter had been for them.  Several 
advocated more funding for shelters so that women would not have to be turned away 
and to ensure that shelters could provide a full range of services, including cultural 
interpretation. Women also identified quick access to housing as an important need.   

10.) The Interconnections of Social Location, Welfare and Abuse 
Women who have arrived in Canada as immigrants or refugees, women living in rural 
areas, women with disabilities and aboriginal women all encounter particular difficulties 
in dealing with Ontario’s welfare regime.  Moreover, their particular social locations 
colour and shape their experiences of the issues that we identify throughout the report.  

RECOMMENDATIONS 

Recommendation 1 
All Ontarians be granted the right to welfare based solely on economic need.   

Recommendation 2 
Increase benefit levels to reflect the actual costs of living, including realistic amounts for 
rent, nutritional food, utilities, telephone and transportation. Levels should not only meet 
basic sustenance needs but should allow for equitable participation in society. 

Recommendation 3 
Implement a regular mechanism for reviewing the adequacy of social assistance rates, 
drawing upon data on nutritional food baskets from public health officials and indexing 
the rate to reflect the cost of living. 

Recommendation 4 
The clawback of the National Child Benefit Supplement should be eliminated.  

Recommendation 5 
Eliminate benefit reductions caused by income that is deemed, but not actually received.   
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Recommendation 6 
Provide for a wider range of individual needs.  These include costs of cultural 
interpretation and additional expenses associated with immigration/refugee status.  New 
mothers and pregnant women require infant formula, special diets and clothing.  Rural 
women, in particular, require special consideration in the treatment of their cars as assets 
and expenses related to the use of their cars.  Dental and eye care are urgently required.  

Recommendation 7 
Reinstate the policy that allows individuals on social assistance to simultaneously receive 
their basic social assistance living allowance and student loans for tuition and course-
related expenses.  

Recommendation 8 
Review the level of allowable assets and the process of asset depletion to ensure that 
women and children are not being "pauperized" in order to be deemed eligible for 
welfare.  Rules that require depletion of educational savings, and selling a car worth more 
than $5000 must be altered. 

Recommendation 9 
That the woman be assumed to be the 'head' of the household in heterosexual couples and 
families (and thus the person who receives the benefit cheque), unless otherwise 
requested; in other words reverse the present presumption. 

Recommendation 10   
Eliminate the mandatory work requirement as the first step in orienting Ontario Works to 
working with women. 

Recommendation 11  
The objective of the ‘shortest’ route to a job must be replaced by an emphasis on 
sustainable employment. OW employment planning must support appropriate, 
meaningful and longer-term training opportunities that are likely to lead to long-term 
economic security.  

Recommendation 12  
A woman’s own definition of her needs and career goals must be prominent in the OW 
employment planning process and attention must be paid to issues of safety.  

Recommendation 13  
Language training and assistance in the recognition of qualifications earned abroad must 
become an integral component of employment planning and supports.  

Recommendation 14  
Allocations for child-care subsidies must be expanded and action taken to ensure that a 
range of high-quality and flexible options are available to ensure that women are able to 
take advantage of training, education and employment opportunities.  
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Recommendation 15  
Reinstate the STEP regulations regarding earnings exemption that were in place prior to 
October 1, 2000. Such a change reduces the penalty on earned income by eliminating the 
three month waiting period before exemptions can be claimed, ending the variation in the 
rate of reduction by accumulated months of employment, and ending the practice of 
imposing a 100% reduction rate, after exemptions, on those who have been employed for 
more than 24 months while on social assistance. 

Recommendation 16 
Any pursuit of child support must be voluntary recognizing that there are many reasons, 
including the possibility of increased violence, that would deter a woman from pursuing 
support. Thus, receipt of benefits should not be made conditional upon the pursuit of 
support. 

Recommendation 17 
Social assistance recipients should receive a financial benefit for pursuing child support; 
benefits should not be deducted dollar for dollar. 

Recommendation 18 
When the social assistance recipient wishes to have the child or children supported by the 
other parent she should always be given the option of having the government pursue this 
support pursuant to section 33 of the Family Law Act. 

Recommendation 19 
If abuse has been disclosed and a support application is contemplated the safety 
implications of pursuing support must be considered. 

Recommendation 20 
The definition of spouse and of same sex partner, for the purposes of OW and ODSP, 
should track actual legal obligations for support under the Family Law Act. 

Recommendation 21   
The welfare fraud ‘hot line’ should be eliminated. 

Recommendation  22 
Benefits should not be reduced until there is a conviction for fraud.  

Recommendation 23 
Women need access to competent state-funded representation if charged with fraud. 

Recommendation 24 
A thorough review of the circumstances in which women are being charged with fraud 
should be undertaken. 
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Recommendation 25   
Ministerial direction is required to establish principles and guidelines regarding the 
provision of information to individuals on OW and ODSP.  At a minimum these 
principles and guidelines must include:   
• 	 full disclosure to the public, claimants, and recipients, of available benefits and 

conditions of eligibility; 
• 	 the delivery of accurate information in a comprehensive, user-friendly and widely 

distributed form; 
• 	 a recognition that at the point in time when women access the welfare system they are 

often in crisis 
• 	 information that is accessible in a variety of languages and formats, reflective of the 

diversity of languages and literacy levels among OW and ODSP claimants and 
recipients. 

Recommendation 26  
When language is a barrier to establishing or maintaining eligibility, OW and ODSP 
should only use trained interpreters.  

Recommendation 27 
That the Minister review approaches to ensure that necessary information is available to 
individuals in a timely manner.  Two options that should be considered for achieving this 
objective are a toll-free and dedicated ‘help’ line, and time limits by which workers must 
respond to client information requests. 

Recommendation 28  
The Ontario Government should renew its commitment to second stage housing and 
provide more units of this nature. 

Recommendation 29  
More subsidized housing units are needed and these units need to be more welcoming to 
women. An independent appeal process needs to be established with staff members who 
are knowledgeable in poverty and abuse issues.   

Recommendation 30  
Funding for women's shelters needs to be restored and enhanced.  The definition of need 
for emergency shelter needs to be more broadly defined to include women who are 
recovering from a history of abuse, even if this abuse is currently not on-going. 

Recommendation 31 
Adequate funding for community based information and advocacy services must be 
provided. 

Recommendation  32 
We recommend that universal screening for woman abuse not be implemented in Ontario 
Works and ODSP offices.  As recommended earlier, women need to be given full 
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information about all benefits, entitlements, waivers, deferrals, etc. Only then can they 
make an informed decision as to whether to disclose abuse. 

Recommendation 33 
Welfare offices should have readily available and accessible to women information about 
resources for abused women and staff should be trained to able to make appropriate 
referrals.  

Recommendation 34 
Social assistance workers should be trained in anti-oppression practices/approaches to 
their work and receive significant and on-going training in issues related to woman abuse.  
There needs to be on-going monitoring of the impact of the training and supports in the 
work environment to implement the training.  
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WALKING ON EGGSHELLS: 

ABUSED WOMEN’S EXPERIENCES OF ONTARIO’S 


WELFARE SYSTEM 


PART A. -- BACKGROUND TO THE RESEARCH PROJECT 

In recent years, both violence against women in their intimate relationships (woman 
abuse) and the problem of 'welfare dependency' (particularly of single mothers) have 
been identified as significant social policy issues and substantial reforms in both areas 
have been introduced. Problematically, however, the issues have been conceptualized, 
and policy responses developed, as though each had little, if anything, to do with the 
other. It is apparent from the rapidly expanding research from the United States that a 
significant number of women on welfare have experienced abuse in their intimate 
relationships and that welfare regulations and conditions of receipt can negatively affect 
women's safety and well-being (as well that of their children), women's equality, 
women's autonomy, and women's participation in society (Allard, 1997; Cooley et al, 
1997; Pollack, 1996; Raphael, 2000; Raphael & Tolman, 1997).   

The number of women in receipt of welfare in Ontario who have been abused by their 
intimate partners is not known; no studies exist that we were able to locate, and no 
statistics are gathered through Ontario welfare offices of the numbers of women who 
disclose abuse. As part of our research project we administered a questionnaire to all 
area administrators of Ontario Works in which we asked whether records were kept of the 
number of women applying for, or in receipt of, Ontario Works who have 
experienced/are experiencing 'domestic violence'.  Of the 35 responses 33 indicated “no”, 
and the 2 that indicated “yes' noted that such information was gathered only in limited 
circumstances.1 

Extrapolations from existing data, in particular the Violence Against Women Survey, 
suggest that the rates of abuse among female beneficiaries of Ontario Works (OW) and 
Ontario Disability Support Program (ODSP) benefits is likely to be very significant. 
Among the general population, fully one third of the women surveyed through the 
Violence Against Women Survey reported physical or sexual assault by a marital or 
common-law partner (Rogers, 1994). American studies have documented a lifetime 
prevalence of physical abuse by intimate partners among women on welfare in the range 
of 33% to 65%; abuse within the past year in the range of 14.6% to 31% (Raphael, 1999, 
2000). While Canadian data is scarce, one study we found supports the findings from the 
United States on the prevalence of violence in the lives of women on welfare. The study 

1 Ontario's social assistance or welfare regime was formerly comprised of two programs, Family Benefits 
and General Welfare Assistance.  Single parents and persons with disabilities could qualify for family 
benefits, all others (single employable persons, two parent families), general welfare assistance.  Both of 
these programs were repealed and replaced in 1997 by the Social Assistance Reform Act, 1997 (SARA). 
SARA introduced two new programs, Ontario Works (Ontario Works Act, 1997) and Ontario Disability 
Support (Ontario Disabilities Support Program Act, 1997). Ontario Works (OW) is intended for all those 
who satisfy the "means" test and other requirements; only persons with disabilities qualify for Ontario 
Disability Support (ODSP). 
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involved qualitative interviews with low-income single and married women in Ontario, 
twenty of whom came onto social assistance for the first time after leaving a partner.  Of 
these, 13 (65%) women reported that their departures were preceded by physical, mental, 
and emotional abuse (Davies, McMullin, Avison & Cassidy, 2001). Taking even the 
most conservative estimate (30%), 61,000 women on social assistance in Ontario have 
experienced physical or sexual abuse (based on December, 2003 data, Ministry of 
Community and Social Services).  

As noted above, there is a significant body of research emerging from the United States 
that reveals the dramatic ways in which welfare policies can negatively impact upon 
abused women. For example, several studies have concluded that the single greatest 
impediment to women's successful completion of welfare mandated work activities 
('workfare') is the past and on-going abuse of intimate partners.  These studies have 
documented the tremendous lengths to which abusive men will go to sabotage women's 
efforts (Raphael, 2000, Raphael & Tolman, 1997). Research conducted in 1996 by the 
Ontario Association of Interval and Transition Houses, and affirmed repeatedly by 
frontline shelter workers, demonstrates the significant impact welfare rates have on 
women's decision to stay in, or return to, a abusive relationships (OAITH, 1996).  
Understanding the links between welfare and woman abuse is critical to the development 
of welfare policies that enhance, rather than detract from, women's safety and equality.  
The primary purpose of this research project was to begin to deepen the understanding of 
the multiple and complex ways in which both past and on-going abuse interface with 
current welfare policies, regulations, and practices.  

To ascertain the impact of the current welfare regime in Ontario we conducted in-depth, 
semi-structured, qualitative interviews with 64 women in multiple locations throughout 
the province.  The two inclusion criteria for the study were: 1) receipt of Ontario Works 
or Ontario Disability Support Program benefits ('social assistance' or 'welfare') for some 
period of time since 1995; and 2) past or present experience of abuse in an adult intimate 
relationship. As noted above, we also administered a questionnaire to all area 
administrators of Ontario Works.  The interviews and questionnaires are both described 
more fully in the methodology discussion below (Part A, section 5, page 11). 

1. Context of the Study  

The welfare system that is the focus of this project emerged during a period of 
transformation in the conception of social citizenship in Canada.  The ascent of neo­
liberalism and neo-conservatism in the 1970s and 1980s paved the way for the erosion of 
universal programs such as health care and education, and in the 1990s, significant cuts to 
the social safety net (Evans, 2002; OAITH, 1996, 2003).  Privatization and retrenchment 
emphasize the importance of the market as the sole legitimate source of citizenship at a 
time when precarious employment is on the rise, labour standards are threatened, and 
incomes are increasingly polarized (Burke & Shields, 1999; Stephensen & Emery, 2003; 
Vosko, 2000). The idea of the ‘social’ disappears and the ‘good’ citizen is one who is 
'self-reliant', making no 'claims' on the state (Brodie, 1996). 
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As citizenship becomes enshrined in market norms, poverty is further inscribed as an 
individual problem of lack of motivation, not a lack of decent jobs. The ‘solution’ is to 
ensure that ‘the poor’ are subjected to the ‘discipline’ of the market, so benefits are 
restricted and surveillance and coercion are heightened.  As gender intersects with class, 
single mothers on social assistance are redefined as 'employable' and are identified as the 
primary targets of the restructuring of welfare (Baker & Tiffin, 1999; Bashevkin, 2002; 
Little, 1998).  This 'adult worker' and gender neutral approach ignores the realities of 
women's inequality, resulting from the combination of discrimination in the labour 
market and the primary responsibilities for the caring and unpaid work they shoulder in 
the household. The processes of lowering benefits, increasing levels of scrutiny, and 
introducing workfare profoundly and negatively impact on women who have become 
‘disentitled’ and are now constituted as the ‘undeserving’ (Mosher, 2000).  

Although welfare has always been a residual and stigmatized program, the changes 
ushered in by the provincial Conservative Government’s ‘Common Sense Revolution’ 
ensure a significantly ‘leaner and meaner’ state.  It is important to note that the profound 
changes at the provincial level, described below, were significantly influenced by the 
Federal Government's repeal of the Canada Assistance Plan Act 1966-67, and the 
consequent disappearance of the conditions formerly attached to federal funding for 
welfare: a right to social assistance when in need; a right to an amount that takes into 
account basic requirements; a right to appeal when denied assistance; a right to benefits 
without established provincial residency; and a right to assistance not conditioned on 
participation in work. 

Four of the most significant changes to Ontario’s welfare system were: 

a) In 1995, welfare rates were cut by 21.6%.  There has been no increase since 
1995 so the cumulative cut to benefits by 2003 amounts to a 34% reduction in 
benefits (Income Security Advocacy Clinic, 2003).  A single person in Ontario on 
Ontario Works receives a maximum of $520 a month and a single mother with 
one child, a maximum of $997 per month. 

b) 'Workfare' was introduced, requiring participation in employment or 
employment readiness activities as a condition of benefits for all non-disabled 
beneficiaries. For the first time, single mothers with children in school, half-day 
as well as full-time, became subject to work requirements. The legislation is 
explicit in its expectation that individuals have an obligation to become and 
remain self-reliant through paid work, and through the shortest route possible.2 

2 Section 1 of the Ontario Works Act reads: 

The purpose of this Act is to establish a program that, 

(a) recognizes individual responsibility and promotes self reliance through employment; 

(b) provides temporary financial assistance to those most in need while they satisfy 
obligations to become and stay employed; 
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Conceptually this represents a fundamental shift from the notion of welfare as an 
entitlement or right to assistance of last resort, to welfare as conditional state 
largesse.  In short, it represents a retreat from the practices of social citizenship.   

c) Fraud detection was prominently profiled as a concern, despite the very low 
levels of actual welfare fraud. ‘Snitch’ lines were introduced, the requirements to 
provide information increased significantly, computer programs were set up to 
automatically trigger investigations for fraud (high rents, e.g.), and a lifetime ban 
from receiving welfare was imposed (recently repealed).  Visions of security 
have been profoundly altered; talk of social security and state-funded safety nets 
has largely given way to a discourse saturated with concerns about the threat 
welfare recipients and low-income people generally pose to 'the taxpayer'. 

d) A new definition of 'spouse' was introduced (and modified somewhat 
subsequently) which treated persons of the opposite sex as presumptively spouses 
upon taking up co-residency.  This represented a dramatic shift from the regime in 
place since 1987, in which the definition of 'spouse' for social assistance purposes 
largely tracked the Family Law Act definition (which importantly meant that 
persons could co-reside for a three-year period before being treated as spouses for 
social assistance purposes). The introduction of the new definition of spouse 
resulted in 10,013 people being cut off social assistance.  Of these, 89% were 
women and 76% were single mothers.  The new definition of spouse, coupled 
with the intense focus on potential welfare fraud, has largely returned matters to 
the pre-1987 regime when investigations for men in the houses of women were 
common, intrusive and embedded in the moral regulation of women (Falkiner et 
al v. Director of Income Maintenance Branch, 2002; Little, 1998; Little & 
Morrison, 1999). 

The changes to Ontario’s welfare regime have had pervasive and deeply damaging 
impacts on all welfare recipients, but the effects on women have been especially 
pernicious.  In our interviews with women, it became clear that all recipients shared 
many of the negative impacts of welfare receipt.  However, several features of the present 
welfare system have a differential and decidedly more negative impact on women 
generally.  The differential impact is in part due to the gender composition of the welfare 
caseload: in December, 2003, women constituted 59% of the OW caseload and 94% of 
single parents on OW are women (as are 85% of single parents on ODSP) (Ministry of 
Community and Social Services, 2004).  It can also be traced to women's responsibilities 
as primary caregivers of children, the elderly and the ill, the gendered segregation of the 
labour market, and the devaluing of women's caring labour (paid and unpaid).   

It is also clear from our study that issues emerge in relation to welfare that are very 
particular to women who are survivors of abuse perpetrated by their intimate partners.   

(c) effectively serves people needing assistance; and 

(d) is accountable to the taxpayers of Ontario. 1997, c. 25, Sched. A, s. 1. 
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