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Abstract 

Automating Social Inequality: How Single Mothers and Caseworkers Navigate the 

Neoliberal Surveillance of ‘Ontario Works,’ 1995–2015 examines the growth and impact of 

surveillance practices administered by the social assistance program Ontario Works [OW]. The 

purpose of this dissertation is to show the effects of the “welfare surveillance apparatus” from 

the perspectives of those receiving OW as well as those administering OW benefits to better 

understand what it feels like to “live” under the surveillance gaze of the declining welfare state. 

Surveillance practices within government services correspond with wider neoliberal 

transformations that have led to increased privatization, downsizing and deregulation, and a 

reluctance of the state to accept their role to either intervene in the economy and/or mitigate 

inequalities. By placing OW within the context of the international phenomenon of 

neoliberalism, I contend that it this political philosophy and practice that has altered the 

administration and purpose of Ontario’s social assistance programs over the past twenty years. In 

order to economize and undermine state aid, surveillance has become normalized under 

neoliberal governments that are fixated on meeting targets, quotas and timelines, while the needs 

of recipients of the services and frontline workers are rarely (or inadequately) calculated in 

changing policies. However, the significance of welfare surveillance has largely escaped 

academic inquiry. This study, the first of its kind in Canada, expands upon a small body of 

literature that examines surveillance practices of government-funded programs such as social 

assistance. Building upon leading scholars in the field, this dissertation suggests the importance 

of unearthing the political, economic and moral implications of welfare surveillance, especially 
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upon those “watched” by the state. To tease out these implications, this project employs 

discourse analysis of the Ontario Works Act 1997 and other primary government documents, 

alongside 33 qualitative, in-depth interviews with single mothers on assistance, frontline OW 

caseworkers and anti-poverty activists. Paying close attention to the ways gender, race, class, 

ability and geographic location create variations in how OW welfare surveillance, discipline and 

regulation are experienced, this dissertation suggests that a neoliberal agenda has served to 

exacerbate rather than mitigate contemporary inequalities in Ontario.  
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Chapter 1 Introduction: Automating Social Inequality: How Single 

Mothers and Caseworkers Navigate the Neoliberal Surveillance of 

‘Ontario Works,’ 1995-2015 

My name is Amanda. I am an Ontario Works (OW) recipient who struggles to 

survive as a 27-year old single mother with my toddler son, Jacob, on under $1,000 a 

month in Peterborough. Keeping Jacob fed, clothed and housed on such scant resources is 

hard enough, but my troubles do not end there. Stephen, my abusive ex-husband, 

continues to invade our privacy, threatens to take custody in costly legal battles which I 

cannot afford and has often reported to OW that I am a negligent mother. Every time he 

makes such false accusations the tiny amount of financial support I receive from the 

government is threatened, I am forced to rehash past trauma, and the authorities blame 

me for my own precarious situation. “He harasses me pretty much every day . . . He 

continuously calls the police on me.” 
1
 The constant OW meetings, the never-ending 

aspersions of guilt, the ways in which welfare and other social services like the 

Children’s Aid Society (CAS) monitor my every move, expenditure, sexual relationships, 

earnings, child-rearing strategies and all aspects of my personal life often makes me feel 

like I’ve transitioned from one controlling and damaging relationship to another. “It’s 

almost like you have to choose: am I going to put up with the bullshit of being abused, or 

am I going to put up …with systemic abuse?”
2
 

                                                      

1
 Barb (PSM10-12). 

2
 Claire (TSM2-12). 
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I never imagined I would be labelled as a “welfare queen, a welfare bum, a bad 

mother, a welfare cheat and lazy.”
3
 I’ve heard the stereotypes “that people on OW smell 

smokey…or like cat urine” or that they are “losers and lazy.”
4
 I grew up in a “normal” 

lower middle class household; my mother was a nurse and my father a construction 

worker. I’m biracial, my father is Black and my mother is white. We lived in a diverse 

suburb of a small city in southern Ontario. My parents worked long hours but were 

always loving and supportive. I excelled in high school. I enjoyed my “Family and 

Society” class so much– I discovered that “I love helping others.”
5
 I was able to pursue 

my dream of becoming a social worker when I was accepted into college. I received a 

partial scholarship but it was not enough to cover all of my expenses so I took out student 

loans and found a part-time job waitressing. At work I met Stephen who was in the 

Forestry program at my college. We hit it off; he was so funny and kind. Stephen was my 

first long-term relationship. After dating for a year we were married; we talked eagerly 

about our future, kids and our careers. 

 I took on long evening and night shifts at my waitressing job to support us as we 

finished our degrees. The late nights caused my grades to suffer.  Although I loved my 

courses I could not balance school and work, so I transferred to part-time status. In the 

summer, Stephen graduated and was offered a full-time job with benefits in a small town 

in Peterborough County. I was hesitant to drop out but I planned on finishing my classes 

                                                      

3
 Emma (KSM1-11); Jane (KSM12-11); Julia (KSM17-11); Fiona (PSM14-12); Annie (PSM16-12); Diane 

(PSM5-12); Lauren (TSM7-12); Danielle (PSM9-12); Chantal (TSM2-12); Sylvia (TSM6 -12); Janice 

(TSM4-12); Megan (PSM13-12); Marie (KSM11-11).  
4
 Jane (KSM12-11).  

5
 Sylvia (TSM6-12).  
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online. Moving uprooted me from my friends and workmates. New friends and 

waitressing jobs were difficult to find in our rural town, especially as a biracial woman, 

as “there was so much discrimination.”
6
 Without a degree, I searched for low-paying, 

dead end work. Stephen worked long hours and our relationship became strained. I felt 

that I was not contributing to our financial well-being. I eventually found a volunteer 

position at a community health coalition. Even though I was not paid I was delighted to 

apply my educational training to facilitate courses to assist new young mothers. I took 

pride in my work and my supervisors saw my potential. I thought that if I worked beyond 

their expectations I could secure a full-time job with the organization.  

 Seeing all the babies made me yearn for my own. When I became pregnant I was 

elated. I continued to volunteer but noticed that my husband was taking less interest in 

me and even seemed jealous of the work relationships that I was forming. He started 

staying out late drinking with “the boys.” I was upset but hoped his behaviour would pass 

once the baby arrived. During my pregnancy, money was tight and we were trying to pay 

off over $35,000 in student loans. I was sick for much of my pregnancy. I had to abandon 

my volunteer position which made me feel isolated. Stephen was hard on me about 

spending money on special food and supplements I required. I started to doubt our 

marriage.  

 Towards the end of my pregnancy, Stephen’s hours were cut back at work. I tried 

to reassure him that we would be okay but we started to argue.  He smashed his dinner 

plate and yelled at me, calling me a loser. I was scared and shocked by his violent 

                                                      

6
 Sylvia (TSM6-12).  
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outburst.  I locked myself in the bathroom. He broke down the door, punched me in the 

face and called me a whore. He kicked my belly. I tried my best to protect the baby. I 

cried out in pain. He eventually stormed out of the house. I thought I should call for help 

but Stephen had taken my phone. He returned in the early morning. His eyes were 

bloodshot, and he pleaded with me not to leave him. He promised he would never hurt 

me again. Despite my fear, I told him I loved him and that I forgave him.  

 For a while we grew closer than ever. Stephen bought me flowers regularly and 

rubbed my swollen feet. I went into labour early. The birth was hard and I had to have a 

C-section. Our son Jacob was our new love. As I healed, Stephen applied for a part-time 

job at a shipping yard to help cover the new costs of baby items. Our contentment did not 

last. Stephen watched my spending suspiciously. I started looking for work and Stephen 

was enraged and said that I was emasculating him by trying to usurp his role as the 

breadwinner. Stephen also became jealous of my attention to Jacob. He stopped playing 

with our son and started to drink more. One night he hit me, the baby was crying and I 

was screaming. The neighbors called the cops. The police arrived. I lied and said that I 

fell. The CAS was contacted and set up an appointment with us but Stephen didn’t attend. 

I was questioned and felt that the worker insinuated that I was a bad mother, “when they 

came into my home, I was definitely judged… they were all over me because I didn’t 

have a flat screen TV and nice clothing for my child.”
7
 

 A week later Stephen suspended my bank account. I called my cousin in 

Peterborough for shelter. Stephen would not discuss our ailing marriage and became 

                                                      

7
 Emma (KSM1-11).  
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outraged. As I packed my things, he glared at me and threatened to take Jacob. He said 

that he would make me pay. I stayed with my cousin for a month. It was then that my 

doctor “diagnosed me with the PTSD” as a result of Stephen’s abuse.
8
 I wanted to move 

on but with a new baby I was unable to find work. Employers told me I was not reliable, I 

felt discriminated against as a single mother of colour. My only option was to apply for 

welfare but a caseworker insisted that I go to a shelter first. I told her that “I wake up in 

the middle of the night and he’s standing over me he’s sleeping on my couch. I don’t 

have any safety here, and she said ‘well we can’t help you, go to a shelter.’”
9
 I had heard 

stories from women at the health coalition about how degrading it was to apply for OW 

but nothing could have prepared me for the level of almost criminal interrogation, “I felt 

like they were approaching me like I was lying.”
10

 My caseworker grilled me about 

Stephen and demanded that I seek child support. I told her that I would not communicate 

with my abusive ex-partner, “why should I be taking him to court for money when he’s 

already threatened my life and he’s already assaulted me!?”
11

  My caseworker referred 

me to the Family Responsibility Office (FRO). Again, I was shocked by their invasive 

personal questioning.  After the FRO contacted Stephen without my permission, he 

tracked me down and threatened me with violence at my cousin’s house. Worried that I 

was jeopardizing my cousin safety I admitted myself to a Peterborough women’s shelter.  

 The shelter was a safe haven but I still felt scrutinized and longed for 

independence. I was placed on a housing wait list and attended another meeting in which 
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I had to relive the trauma of my last relationship. “I called ODSP and asked if I could use 

some of my start up fund to get new furniture…. I told my caseworker that there is a 

police report, I was in the shelter you know all this stuff, and she said, ‘sorry I need a 

police report in order to get money.’”
12

 I was demoralized and failed to meet the 

documentation requests. During my six months at the shelter my ex-husband continued to 

stalk and threaten me. OW would not give me a housing allowance while I was in the 

shelter and student loan officers were harassing me for payments but I was only receiving 

a monthly welfare cheque of a few hundred dollars. I begged my caseworker for help.  

Finally, my loan payments were suspended after I provided yet more “evidence” about 

my dire situation.  

 Eventually I moved into a subsidized apartment in a housing complex. I was 

warned by other women in the shelter that I had to have a meeting to “prove” that I was 

fleeing abuse in order to have my housing application fast tracked. The housing 

caseworker was known as a “nasty man” and women were “petrified of him, they’ve 

been traumatized and terrorized and then they have to go in and face this monster…I 

thought, oh my god what am I going into?”
13

 My neighbours proved to be as judgmental 

as the OW caseworkers and cast dirty looks in my direction, “I hate it I absolutely do. 

The neighbors are extremely nosey.”
14

  Even though I already had an updated resume, my 

OW caseworker insisted I attend a resume workshop as a condition of my ‘Participation 

Agreement,’ otherwise my benefits would be suspended. The FRO continued to try to 

                                                      

12
 Barb (PSM10-12).  

13
 Fiona (PSM14-12).  

14
 Fiona (PSM14-12).  
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force my ex-husband into providing child support but because Stephen was working 

under the table they could not garnish his wages. “They’ve gone after him now for 

support payment and when he found out he went ballistic.”
15

 They suspended Stephen’s 

driver’s license and I received a notification to appear at Family Court regarding the 

custody of our son. I could not afford a lawyer and was referred to duty council. I was 

extremely overwhelmed and terrified to confront my ex in court.  

 I am isolated and extremely depressed. I have tried to keep up with the demands 

of all the social services (housing, OW, FRO, Family Court, the CAS etc.) – this alone 

has become a full-time job. My life is a series of meetings that constantly force me to 

revisit the past instead of looking to the future.  “I was trying to get subsidized day care 

and then couldn’t get it because I was number 300 on the waiting list.”
16

 I have found a 

part-time waitressing gig at a local diner. I am unable to take extra shifts as OW 

garnishes the wages dollar for dollar, leaving me no further ahead, “if you do get a good 

paying job and the government knows it, they take it all out of childcare.”
17

 I am 

basically working for my welfare cheque.  My cheques are suspended if I do not fill out 

my income card correctly, “but sometimes I don’t put things in until the very last 

minute…and the first thing that they do is send a letter.”
18

 My caseworker warns me that 

I must claim my tips – she does not seem to realize that this extra income is essential to 

my family’s well-being.  I am called in for an investigation based on a “tip” that OW 

received saying that I am living with a man and not reporting it. I have not dated since I 
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left my ex-husband but that should be none of OW’s business. I suspect the “tip” came 

from Stephen who is trying to portray me as a “fraudster” for my upcoming custody 

hearing.  

 My lifelong goal was to become a social worker to help those in need but now 

that I find myself in need of assistance I see only a broken and bureaucratic system that 

turns caring caseworkers into pawns of degrading and invasive social policies. “I’m more 

than happy to look at both sides…the whole thing is dysfunctional… Their caseload is 

outrageously high.”
19

 But the OW I see is devoid of humanity and compassion, “I’m so 

sick of welfare, they control me.”
20

 This is not the life that I expected or fought so hard to 

achieve. If I could only receive assistance without the stigma, condescension and constant 

surveillance I believe I could discover my own independence and freedom and heal from 

my abusive past. “The stigma with being on welfare, that you’re just a bum, that you’re 

not even looking for work, just isn’t true… I’ve had a worker who said ‘I wouldn’t be 

able to live off of what you guys are expected to live off of.’”
21

 “I’ve tried to ask them 

several times to put me back in school and they’re still saying no… hello they’re not 

letting us do anything!”
22

 I know there are thousands of single mothers across Ontario 

that share similar experiences and who believe the punitive and controlling aspects of 

welfare stop them from living healthy, normal lives. 

*** 
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Amanda’s story is a compilation of single mothers’ all too typical encounters with 

social assistance in Ontario. Single mothers’ stories about their experiences with abusive 

ex-partners and the social assistance that is supposed to protect them are rarely heard. 

The women I interviewed expressed feeling silenced, invisible, marginalized and 

devalued. Amanda’s composite story illustrates many of the intersecting and ongoing 

struggles that single mothers on welfare face.
23

 Freedom from an abusive partner is far 

from the end of their struggles. Amanda’s story illustrates that welfare surveillance is an 

omnipotent force in single mothers’ lives that actually impedes their ability to lead 

healthy and productive lives. It also speaks to the barriers that well-meaning social 

workers enact and enforce in a system that systematically individualizes poverty along 

race, class and gender lines. Welfare surveillance perpetuates fear and limits recipients’ 

and workers’ ability to speak out and challenge inadequate and harmful welfare policies. 

This dissertation is an analysis of the evolving landscape of welfare surveillance within 

Ontario Works [OW] in the late twentieth and early twenty-first century and the effects it 

has on both recipients and its administrators. The following pages will define and 

document welfare surveillance by noting its functions, impacts and negative 

                                                      

23
 Amanda’s composite story brings together some of the reoccurring themes that were present in the 

interviews I conducted for this qualitative study.  The interviews were transcribed and coded for 

reoccurring themes, many of which are illustrated in “Amanda’s” story: violence against women; 

surveillance; the impacts of other social services; the CAS; stigmatization; workfare and precarious work; 

discrimination (race, age, gender, class); isolation and marginalization; and mental and physical health 

concerns. It is not my intention to present Amanda’s story as “the” grand narrative of single mothers on 

assistance in Ontario, nor the “voice” of all of the participants in this study. However the central themes 

expressed in this composite were derived from the interviews and many single mothers on assistance across 

Ontario would recognize some of Amanda’s challenges as similar to their own.  
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repercussions on the intimate lives of single mothers on Ontario Works and on the 

caseworkers who are employed to assist them.  

 Amanda’s ability to free herself from an abusive husband was, like many single 

mothers on Ontario Works, undermined by inadequate welfare rates. In 2014, a single 

mother of two children on OW would receive a maximum amount of $336 for the 

family’s basic needs, a maximum of $648 for shelter, and $218 from the Ontario Child 

Benefit [OCB], for a total of $1202 (Income Security Advocacy Centre [ISAC] 2014). 

The Ontario Works budget stipulates a set welfare rate across Ontario, however rates vary 

depending on the cost of living in a given region. For instance, recipients living in rural 

regions may have lower rental rates which permits the local OW office to deny them the 

maximum shelter allowance. OW’s discretionary and supplementary benefits, well known 

to augment inadequate basic rates, are also regionally specific. Because the rates and 

discretionary benefits differ across the province, recipients receive varying amounts 

depending on their financial situation, the local OW office policies, and the capacity of 

their caseworkers to advocate for them. The caseworkers and single mothers who were 

interviewed for this study all insisted that the varying provincial rates are unfair because 

those living in regions such as Toronto, where, 101,000 is the average monthly caseload 

for the city, the local OW offices receive more funding and therefore have far more 

resources available for recipients as well as other low income individuals not receiving 

social assistance (City of Toronto Budget 2014). Scholars and anti-poverty advocates and 

activists have critiqued the inadequacy of this income and yet single parents, a majority 

of whom are women, continue to bear the brunt of welfare reforms that keep rates far 
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below the poverty line (Bezanson and Luxton 2006; Breitkreuz 2005; Caragata 2003, 

2008, 2014; Evans and Wekerle 1997; Evans et al 1998; Evans 2007; Little 1998, 2011). 

Even when the Ontario government has yielded to public pressure and increased 

welfare rates, these adjustments have been uneven and have negatively impacted single 

mothers by actually reducing their monthly benefits. In the Fall of 2014 single recipients 

with no dependents on Ontario Works saw an increase in their “basic needs” benefits by 

$30 a month, and families had a one percent increase, however, lone parents (94 percent 

of whom are single mothers) actually saw a decrease in the benefits OW allotted towards 

their “basic needs” (ISAC 2014). As shown in Table 1, single mothers’ “basic needs” 

were reduced from $344 per month to $336. The ministry premised this “rate 

restructuring” on a corresponding increase in the Ontario Child Benefit (OCB), which 

reassigned OW benefits for children to the OCB (ibid: 2). Single parents were the only 

group that saw such an adjustment – couples with children did not see a decrease in their 

OW “basic needs” even though they too had the same increase in their OCB. Whether 

intentional or not, the ministry’s restructuring mandated a reduction in the “sole support 

parent supplement,” demonstrating the provincial government’s lack of compassion for 

single mothers and their children. It is not hard to imagine why single mothers like 

Amanda feel OW to be discriminatory.  

Table 1 OW and ODSP Rates and OCB amounts as of July/August 2014 (Income 

Security Advocacy Centre) 

 

Case Type Before After July 31 / Aug 1, 2014 
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OW 
Basic 

Needs 

Max 
1 

Shelter 
OCB Total 

Basic 

Needs 

Max 
1
 

Shelter 
OCB Total 

Single  $250 $376 $0 $626 $250 $376 $0 $626 

Single Parent  

(1 child under 

18) 

$344 $596 $101 $1,041 $336 $596 $109 $1,041 

Single Parent  

(2 children under 

18) 

$344 $648 $202 $1,194 $336 $648 $218 $1,202 

Couple $458 $596 $0 $1,054 $458 $596 $0 $1,054 

Couple          

(1 child under 18) 
$458 $648 $101 $1,207 $458 $648 $109 $1,215 

Couple           

(2 children under 

18) 

$458 $702 $202 $1,362 $458 $702 $218 $1,378 

 

For Amanda, and those who share her precarious situation, since the 1995 welfare 

“reforms” rates have not kept pace with the rising costs of living single mothers have 

witnessed an erosion of their benefit entitlements, and surveillance has become a 

dominant factor in the administration of welfare. While Amanda’s story painfully 

recounts the scrutinizing gaze of Ontario Works, we know little of the expansion of 

surveillance policies and practices within social assistance. Extensive research on the 

welfare state by a range of feminist scholars (Abell 2001; Brodie 1996; Caragata 2003, 

2008, 2014; Chunn and Gavigan 2004; Davis 1997; Fraser and Bedford 2008; Little 
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1994, 1998, 2001, 2003; Mosher and Hermer 2005; Porter 2003; Power 2005) has 

illuminated single mothers’ unique gendered experience of welfare, including its 

heightened impact on racialized single mothers (Mirichandani and Chan 2007). However, 

my dissertation focuses on a relatively under-examined dimension of this experience: 

welfare surveillance. I will argue that surveillance processes, which open up the personal 

lives of people like Amanda to intense scrutiny by a host of social services organizations, 

require close critical examination and necessitate a response from advocates of social 

justice.  

It is not as though single mothers like Amanda were ever immune from a 

stigmatizing and invasive welfare state. Since its uneven introduction in most Western 

countries by the mid-twentieth century, state welfare has been a tool utilized by 

governments and social services to regulate the poor, unemployed and disabled. In the 

past, welfare caseworkers were largely responsible for “keeping tabs” on their caseloads 

via meetings, surprise home visits and other investigative measures. However, with ever-

evolving technological advancements and anti-welfare sentiments, surveillance practices 

since the late 1980s have changed and become more prevalent, particularly in 

government services (Lyon 2001, 2003, 2004).  

Increasingly, surveillance has become normalized in many aspects of our lives. 

Surveillance scholar John Gilliom (2001) argues that “[i]n retailing and consumerism, in 

the workplace, in education, in finance, law enforcement, health care…the types of 

information systems seen here are being rapidly embraced as the central mode of 

administrative management” (124). Beginning in the last two decades of the twentieth 
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century, the welfare state became a specific target of neoliberal reforms, and surveillance 

practices (targeting both caseworkers and recipients) were restructured to meet new 

standards of welfare delivery. In Ontario, welfare restructuring began in the mid-1990s 

when the Progressive Conservative government under Premier Mike Harris enacted a so-

called “modernization” of social services, setting the stage for a different mode of 

regulation, monitoring and surveillance. These new tools had the capacity to strip 

Amanda of all privacy and autonomy in ways that were unknown to welfare recipients of 

preceding generations. 

The array of new technologies implemented by the Harris government under the 

Social Services Modernization Project [SSMP] authorized new opportunities for welfare 

offices to monitor recipients while simultaneously decreasing service providers’ 

(caseworkers) capacity to help those in need. Caseworkers were impacted as daily 

responsibilities were altered from one-on-one meetings to a new emphasis on data 

mining, statistics, bureaucratic regulation (over 800 rules were legislated under the new 

Ontario Works Act 1997), and enforced targets and quotas (new management practices), 

all of which considerably diminished caseworkers’ autonomy and their ability to provide 

humane assistance. Computers, databases, algorithms and real-time applications were 

central to the implementation of these welfare reforms.  

Amanda found herself caught up in neoliberal welfare reforms that were inspired 

in part by New Public Management [NPM], a series of popular business-oriented 

approaches adopted from the private sector. Governments in many Western capitalist 

democracies have utilized aspects of NPM to reduce costs and make public services more 
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“streamlined” and “efficient.”
24

 Harnessing a corporate ideology, governments are 

increasingly treating the delivery of public services as a business, setting the stage for 

outsourcing, privatization and technological overhauls in the name of “modernization.” 

NPM supports the advancement of technologically efficient systems that data mine and 

amalgamate quotas in order to meet targets and timelines. As such, NPM bureaucracy 

reinforced a commitment to surveillance in order to save money and limit welfare rolls. 

Instead of being treated as a human being, Amanda was reduced under NPM to a discreet 

set of data and numbers designed to discourage her from seeking state relief, limit her 

level of aid, and challenge her worthiness as a recipient of public assistance.  

1.1.1 Research Questions  

 

Individuals caught up in the welfare apparatus and those who are privileged 

enough to live above the poverty line deserve to know more about how New Public 

Management, neoliberalism and an enhanced appetite for surveillance was normalized, 

justified and became a foundation for the administrative management of social assistance 

programs in Ontario. How do single mothers like Amanda who endure more 

technological scrutiny than the average citizen while having far less social capital exist 

under such draconian surveillance? How do single mothers and racialized mothers 

understand, survive and resist this invasive neoliberal culture? How do those whose job it 

                                                      

24
 Comparable neoliberal fiscal overhauls to reduce market restrictions and remain globally competitive 

have occurred in several developed countries in the global north, including Australia (Henman 2004; 

Henman and Marston 2008), Canada (Cossman and Fudge 2002; Lightman, Mitchell and Herd 2003 a; 

Mirichandani and Chan 2007), the United Kingdom (Pleace 2007) and the United States (Eubanks 2006; 

Gilliom 2001; Kohler-Hausmann 2007). 
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is to enforce surveillance feel about the changing demands of their work? How has the 

introduction of new technologies and streamlined services impacted frontline workers? I 

will pursue these research questions by drawing upon qualitative data gained from 27 in-

depth interviews with single mothers receiving OW (18) and OW caseworkers (9) to gain 

insights into how these two groups experience, understand, negotiate, interpret and resist 

welfare surveillance. To do so, I employ feminist political economy and anti-racist, 

intersectional analysis to draw connections between the lived experiences of women like 

Amanda who encounter welfare surveillance and the wider systemic factors that shape 

welfare delivery. I also reflect and question how and in what ways heteropatriarchy
25

, 

colonialism, racism, global capitalism and neoliberal politics and policies have shaped 

the philosophy and delivery of social assistance in Ontario, as well as the development of 

“welfare surveillance.”  

Welfare surveillance is an analytical term employed by surveillance scholars who 

investigate the relationship between social inequality and welfare services. Welfare 

surveillance is a term used to document and understand the political economy by which 

government social services track, monitor and surveil the poor through various 

administrative and on-the-ground apparatuses (see Chapter 2). The surveillance 

mechanisms that Amanda found herself entangled within include: large databases, third-

party information sharing, risk assessments, bureaucracy, documentation, investigations, 

                                                      

25
 Andrea Smith (2006) explains heteropatriarchy as the “building block of the nation-state form of 

governance” (71). Smith argues that in order for colonizers to establish a social hierarchy within 

developing nation states, patriarchy and a gender binary that privileged masculinity over femininity and 

asserted the dominance of the male breadwinner, was a central component (ibid: 72). Smith and others 

contend that the family power structure was embedded in colonial state governance for “[j]ust as the 

patriarchs rule the family, the elites of nation-state rule their citizens” (ibid). 
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welfare fraud hotlines and surveillance, Smart Cards and fraud units (Gilliom 2001:17; 

Henman and Marston 2008; Maki 2009, 2011). While some scholars do not explicitly use 

the term, they do similar research that exposes the consequences of surveillance and 

discipline on low-income communities (Eubanks 2006; Graham and Wood 2003; Kohler-

Hausmann 2007; Lightman et al 2004, 2003a; Mirichandani and Chan 2007; Pleace 2007, 

2008). However, more work is required to explain the political and economic aspects of 

new surveillance technologies (neoliberal welfare reform, outsourcing and privatization 

of social services) and the moral regulation (sexual, heteronormative and racialized) of 

those, like Amanda, who rely on state supports. 

I believe we can do more with “welfare surveillance” than use it primarily as a 

descriptive, and often apolitical, term. As critical surveillance scholars, we can utilize it 

as a conceptual model to theorize the links among the political economy of the state, 

welfare administration and the experiences of the poor that takes into account the 

multiplicity and intersectionality of race, gender, ability, sexuality and class social 

locations. Welfare surveillance as a conceptual model allows us to examine the 

intersection of the state and capital in what has become the “surveillance industrial 

complex” (Ball and Snider 2013). Scholars Kristy Ball and Laureen Snider critically note, 

“[t]oday’s state-subsidized surveillance industrial complex, then, was designed to 

facilitate conquest and control over those categorized as ‘the other’, groups seen as 

problematic by the elites developing and sponsoring technological growth” (2013: 5). 

David Lyon also asserts, “[t]here are dangers inherent in surveillance systems whose 

crucial coding mechanisms involve categories derived from stereotypical or prejudicial 
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sources” (2003: 2).  Until Amanda fled her abusive husband and sought the financial 

assistance and protection of OW she had led a normal life – but as a single mother 

dependent upon state relief she became “othered” in ways that drew upon prejudicial 

race, gender and class stereotypes and subjected her to heightened levels of state and 

social scrutiny. Building upon leading scholars in the field, this dissertation suggests the 

importance of unearthing the political, economic and moral implications of welfare 

surveillance, especially upon those like Amanda who discover themselves to be less 

“helped” than “watched” by the state.  

1.2 Methodology  

1.2.1 Feminist Activist Scholarship and Anti-Oppression   

 

My research and scholarship is informed by and situated within a feminist anti-

oppression framework that influences how I interact in the world as both an activist and 

as a scholar. Feminist theory and anti-oppression facilitate “a critical approach to shed 

light on social orders that are usually taken for granted and therefore reinforce and uphold 

oppression and injustice at the same time...critical reflection enables understanding power 

beyond the common sense that usually makes us blind to its effects” (Mattson 2013: 13). 

Anti-oppression is an important tool in the reflexive process of understanding how one’s 

social position, privilege, experiences and identities factor into activist scholarship and 

consequently how the research is conducted. 

Methodologically, my research is grounded in feminist qualitative activist 

scholarship that centres on critiques of dominant forms of power as well as the 
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construction of knowledge. In line with other activist scholars, I question who are the 

“knowers,” and what gets construed as knowledge (Brown and Strega 2005; Harding 

2004; Kirby and McKenna 1989; Lise and Stanley 1993; Reinharz 1992:175; Sprague 

and Zimmerman 2004; Villaverde 2007). As Julia Sudbury and Margo Okazaway-Rey 

(2009) point out, activism and scholarship are not mutually exclusive and they “argue for 

activist scholarship as a model of active engagement between the academy and 

movements for social justice” (3). In adopting this perspective, my methodology was 

informed by my anti-poverty and feminist activism, and my interest in feminist 

Participatory Action Research [PAR]. Although the project did not fully become PAR, 

this dissertation has been a political project and there were numerous moments 

throughout the research process that fulfilled my commitment to collectively challenging 

oppressive systems.
26

 I sought to “openly demonstrate solidarity with oppressed and 

disempowered people” through my work, with the intent to “transform reality ‘with’ 

rather than ‘for’ oppressed people…” (Maguire 2008:417). I positioned myself as 

Amanda’s ally in a fight against the oppressions she, and others like her, experience as 

single mothers on welfare. As such, this study is not a study of the oppressed; it is a study 

of systems of oppression, specifically the welfare state, capitalism, classism 

heteropatriarchy, colonialism and racism in Ontario (ibid; Little 1998: 148). 

My organizing and ally work for the last seven years with the Kingston Coalition 

Against Poverty [KCAP], the Save the Community Start Up Maintenance Benefit 

                                                      

26
 In other words, the project, although with marginalized peoples, was not specifically designed with them 

collectively. While it is my goal to make real efforts to share my research and the findings, it is not owned 

by the community per se.  
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Campaign [CSUMB], We Don’t Stop Kingston [WDSK], and the 2014 Save the Dawn 

House campaign were pivotal moments when my activism converged with my 

scholarship.
27

 Engagement with these campaigns and coalitions led me to many informal 

conversations with anti-poverty and feminist organizers and provided me with more in-

depth conversations and meetings where I actively listened to what the campaigns and 

actions needed. Taking direction from their suggestions and strategies, and reflecting on 

my role as a participant and ally within the campaigns, I was able to draw upon my 

activist and academic networks to create awareness about these issues among the public, 

the wider activist community and academia. I co-presented alongside the organizers to 

engage the community to fight to save these services at community consultations and 

                                                      

27
 KCAP was founded as a response to Harris’ common sense revolution in the late 1990s and is a direct 

action anti-poverty organization, organized by and for poor peoples. KCAP is affiliated with the Ontario 

Coalition Against Poverty [OCAP] and provides advocacy for low income peoples navigating OW and 

ODSP.  KCAP organizes coalition-based protests to pressure the government for more humane welfare 

policies for the poor. In Kingston, KCAP is also a hub for community organizing and does extensive 

outreach to low income neighborhoods that are isolated in Kingston’s North End. Started in 2012, the 

CSUMB campaign was a response from anti-poverty activists and front-line workers in social services who 

protested the Liberal government’s 2012 budget. The budget proposed a claw back on the CSUMB, a 

discretionary benefit that recipients could apply for in emergency and crisis situations (housing, domestic 

violence, damaged household goods etc.).
 
 In Kingston the campaign against these cuts was largely 

organized by KCAP and labour allies. Created in 2010 WDSK is a community-based grassroots feminist 

coalition made up of feminists and allies who work in the Violence Against Women sector (Rape Crisis 

Centres, Women’s Shelters, Feminist Lawyers, HIV AIDS Regional Services etc.). WDSK has been an 

important feminist hub in Kingston where there are few formal feminist organizations that do direct action, 

grassroots mobilizing, community outreach, and lobbying activities. WDSK was created to maintain 

feminist activism during a time when many women’s organizations have been silenced by the government 

who has restricted these feminist organizations from organizing and engaging in political dissent. The Save 

the Dawn House campaign was launched in 2014 and was organized by frontline workers and community 

members as a response to the city of Kingston’s proposal to close down the shelter by July 2015. The Dawn 

House campaign occurred during the same period that the CSUMB was cutback and the shelter was 

experiencing a spike in women trying to access their services. In Kingston, where women make up more 

than 50% of the homeless it is astounding that the city would even suggest closing this shelter (Point in 

Time on Homelessness in Kingston 2014). The organizers of this campaign spoke frankly with me 

regarding the links between reduced welfare benefits and the increase in women seeking shelter and 

services. They understood the attacks on feminist organizations and on welfare to be the double-edged 

blade of neoliberal cutbacks. 
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academic symposia. For me, being part of collective voices of resistance and organizing 

is important; for that reason, I alone cannot take credit for this research – it was born out 

of many dialogues and communal acts of resistance. Moreover, in order to fuse theory 

with emancipatory social change (praxis), scholars must ground their research in social 

justice movements. As anti-poverty and anti-racist scholar Sanford Schram states, 

“practitioners of politically engaged scholarship” should work “to connect theory and 

practice and facilitate an informed challenge to the structures of power, the inequalities of 

the political economy, and the deficiencies of social policy...” (2002: 2). I worked 

towards this goal through my community organizing, by facilitating free public 

workshops, reading groups and media engagements; by organizing a free community-

based, anti-poverty conference; by supporting the work of other organizers and activists 

in my community; by creating accountable and safer spaces; by inviting speakers, 

mobilizing actions and participating in dialogues and by unpacking my own privileges 

and assumptions.  

A major part of this work involved active, reflexive and open listening to the 

genuine concerns and desire for social change from the actual communities experiencing 

oppression. I reflected on how much space I was taking up in meetings and discussions, 

how and where my skill sets could help and when I needed to take a step back to ensure 

that the groups were able to have the discussions they needed to have. The social 

reproduction involved in activism and organizing is often the least recognized, valued 

and appreciated aspect of the work, even though it is absolutely central to the success of 

social justice organizing. This is no surprise considering that social reproduction is 
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gendered in a capitalist patriarchal society that devalues and erases “women’s work.” 

Volunteering for child-minding, preparing healthy food, putting up posters, running 

errands, picking up activists, billeting out-of-town organizers and speakers, and being 

available for debriefs and supporting folks emotionally were just some of the ways that I 

was able to support organizers. I think it is important for me to stress that I was not 

engaged in “participant observation” during my many years of activism and organizing in 

Kingston; I was actively involved as an ally, not an “objective” observer who “studied” 

the group(s) with which I was involved. My aim was not to extract information for use by 

myself or others in the academy but rather to produce politically relevant knowledge 

useful in struggles for social justice. In doing research/activism in various communities, I 

learned more about poverty, inequality and injustice than I could have anticipated; this 

dissertation only touches on some of these experiences and insights.  

However, I think it is also important to recognize the limits of research and be 

realistic about what we, as activist scholars, can achieve no matter how ambitious or 

committed our goals for revolution. While education, advocacy and resistance are 

important, “research alone cannot change the conditions under which women live” 

(Reinharz 1992:179). Claire, an advocate for low-income women of colour in Regent 

Park, questioned what participants would get out of this research project and she 

emphasized “that their concerns must be validated in a process, and I think that’s what’s 

missing from a lot of research that has been done in this particular community right, 

because what do we come out of it with?” Moreover, as Laureen Snider (2006) critically 

points out, the ability for social change rests on whose knowledge claims are “heard.” 
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And, in some cases, particularly for marginalized populations, Andrea Smith reminds us 

that “sheer physical survival is far more pressing” than a research project that may not 

have any meaningful impact on their lives (Smith 1999:4). Yet, research that is grounded 

in action “removes the traditional research dichotomy between knowing and doing” 

(Maguire 2008: 418), enabling organizers and community activists to direct the kinds of 

research scholars do, which can aid in struggles for social justice.  

Finally, my decision to adopt feminist, anti-oppression and participatory methods 

for this project was informed by an ethics of care, solidarity and a commitment to social 

change. Reducing harm and allowing for more open conversations with low-income 

single mothers, anti-poverty activists and welfare caseworkers was something that I 

worked on throughout the entire process, from the development of my research questions, 

to methodological considerations and field work, to presentations (information sharing), 

to analysis and writing. Indigenous and anti-oppressive epistemologies helped me 

establish and reflect on an “axiology” (Wilson 2008) that combines research ethics and 

morals, underlining that, as academics, we cannot remove ourselves from the world in 

order to examine it. With this in mind, as researchers, we should be aware of our 

relationships (or emotions, as Stanley and Wise [1993] would say) with those with whom 

we are conducting research (Brown and Strega 2005; Kovach 2009; Wilson 2008). 

While my project met the General Research Ethics Board requirements (see 

Appendix A), I looked to community organizers (feminists in the Violence Against 

Women [VAW] sector, legal aid lawyers, shelter workers, survivor groups, community 

health coalitions, anti-poverty advocates and social justice activists) to assess whether or 
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not the project was something that they felt was necessary, ethical and important for their 

community and the individuals who use their services. When I met with activists and 

frontline workers (I formally interviewed five of them), I also talked to them about my 

personal experiences with poverty and how that has shaped me as a scholar and an 

activist, and why the project was important to me. These discussions were illuminating 

for me as well because I had the opportunity to express openly the complex multilayered 

challenges and discomforts I have as an activist, educator, organizer and scholar. I was 

often “called out” and questioned about the purpose of my project. These conversations 

were important and I am grateful that they occurred because it was a good reminder about 

some of the problematic histories of academic research, including racist and colonial 

projects that have not benefited the communities studied. As Andrea Smith reminds us, 

“to ‘know’ native peoples, is the manner in which the dominant society gains a sense of 

mastery and control over them” (2005:120; also see Brown and Strega 2005; Smith 

1999).  

Feminist qualitative methods and anti-oppression approaches to research 

encouraged me to become aware of power dynamics and the potential for harm that can 

occur during and after the research, including my own positionality and privileges. For 

instance, Lisa Dodson, Deborah Piatelli and Lean Schmalzbauer (2007) suggest, 

“[l]istening, interacting, sharing, and translating are some of the techniques feminist 

researchers have developed to fracture power imbalances and allow for greater trust and 

rapport” (825). As well, activist scholars need to be cautious that there can be unintended 

consequences of our research – the process may harm participants and results may be 
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used in unintended ways by those in positions of power (see Brown and Strega 2005; 

Kovach 2009; Wilson 2008).
28

 For these reasons, anti-oppression was a foundational 

starting point for this project and has shaped the ways in which I interact with others and 

participate within resistance movements.
29

 The qualitative feminist research methods 

chosen for this study created the foundations to build a more comprehensive theoretical 

model of welfare surveillance that “particularly identifies marginalization based on race, 

gender, and ethnicity and aims to capture knowledge historically omitted in traditional 

social inquiry” (Dodson et al. 2007: 823).  

1.2.2 Qualitative In-depth Interviews 

 

                                                      

28
 Some participants were concerned that their caseworkers would find out that they had spoken to me and 

thought that it might negatively affect their relationship, or that they would be punished. Above all, women 

who had left abusive homes were worried that they would be identified by their ex-partners. As such, much 

care was taken to protect the anonymity of the participants to ensure their safety. One participant in 

particular heightened my awareness of this concern. Gloria asked to not be recorded and I felt that she was 

suspicious of me (KSM18-12). Our interview was short, and reflecting back, I think that she was worried 

about her responses being used against her. This is a valid concern and I was aware that recipients are 

particularly wary about information they disclose about surviving on welfare because most of their survival 

strategies are considered “fraud,” and if officials found out, they would be investigated, interviewed and 

potentially have their benefits cut off. During my thesis proposal oral exam, I discussed this issue with my 

committee and subsequently made efforts to conceal the participants’ identities by using pseudonyms and 

by changing aspects of their stories that might identify them. I also checked in with the interviewees during 

and after the interviews, asking if there was anything they wanted removed or changed to protect 

themselves and their children.  
29

 The tools that we use within our movements may become coopted by those in positions of power. 

Feminist discourse and anti-oppression has been appropriated within social work institutions and may 

actually work in ways to benefit the state rather than the oppressed. McLaughlin argues “[a]nti-oppressive 

social work, rather than being a challenge to the state has allowed the state to reposition itself once again as 

a benign provider of welfare, and via the anti-oppressive social worker is able to enforce new moral codes 

of behaviour on the recipients of welfare” (2005: 284-5). Bannerji (2000) also warns of the potential for 

cooption of progressive forces within systems of domination: “[i]f resistance politics develops from below, 

from the civil society, and if that realm itself is saturated with an historical and official political culture of 

domination, then the politics of resistance itself can become part of the state’s ideological apparatus” (34). 
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 I conducted thirty-three qualitative, in-depth interviews with single mothers 

receiving social assistance, OW caseworkers, and anti-poverty activists and advocates in 

Ontario. Specifically, I completed eighteen in-depth, open-ended interviews with single 

mothers in Kingston, Peterborough and Toronto in 2011–2012 (for their full bios, see 

Appendix C; also see Table 2 for their socio-demographic details). I chose to use open-

ended interviews in order to capture each individual’s encounters, negotiations and 

resistance to welfare surveillance. Open-ended interviews also allowed for more 

flexibility in our discussions, leaving room for participants to guide the direction of the 

interview and share what was important to them. I recruited single mothers on assistance 

through a community contact whom individuals knew personally. The community 

contact passed on my contact information and then the mothers would decide if they 

wanted to participate. A snowball sampling method followed as women contacted their 

friends and family about the study. I offered an honorarium to cover the costs of childcare 

and transportation, and to thank them for their time. Participants chose the interview 

location. Most often I met with mothers at a coffee shop but I also spoke to a few at a 

community centre. I hosted one interview in my home and on four occasions women 

invited me into their homes for the interview.  

Table 2 Socio-demographic information of participants receiving social assistance  

Variables Number (n) 18 

Social Assistance* 
OW 
ODSP 

 
13 
5 

Age  
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18-25 
25-35 
35-45 
45+ 

4 
9 
3 
2 

Race 
White 
Black 
Aboriginal 
Other 

 
10 
5 
2 
1 

Education 
Primary school 
Some high school 
High school diploma 
Some college or university 
College degree 
Upgrading High School 

 
2 
7 
4 
3 
1 
1 

Current occupation 
Unemployed 
Student 
Service Sector 
Social Worker 
Secretary 
Babysitter 

 
8 
3 
2 
2 
1 
1 

Number of children  
1 
2 
3 
4 
5 

 
8 
4 
3 
2 
1 

Other relevant characteristics 
Children’s Aid Society 
Women’s Shelter 
Past abuse/violence 
Social Housing 

 
7 
6 
8 
11 

 

*Note: All participants had received OW benefits in the past 10 years.  

 

 

I strove to create space for the participants to feel comfortable and direct the 

conversation. After reviewing the consent form and providing participants with some 
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context about the project, I would often start the interview with: “tell me a little bit about 

yourself.”  Giving participants the opportunity to guide the direction of the interview 

helped to break down some of the hierarchy of the interview process. Interviews lasted 

anywhere from one to two hours and were recorded with a digital recording device only 

with the informed consent of the participants. After the interviews I recorded some main 

points and themes in my field notes and then later transcribed the interviews verbatim.  

The interviews with single mothers took on an informal and conversational tone, 

with both the participants and I sharing personal experiences (the good and the bad, joys 

and sorrows) and getting to know each other on a more intimate level. At times the 

conversations were very intense, difficult and emotional, bringing me and the participants 

to tears. I ensured that the participants were aware of the emotional potentials of our 

discussions and provided a list of free services within their communities for support if 

needed. I also made myself available to them if they needed to discuss our interview 

further, or if they later decided that they wanted something removed from the transcripts 

(I was not contacted by any interviewees about their interview or transcripts).  

The women I interviewed were appreciative when I conveyed my own struggles 

of poverty and gendered violence, which I feel also challenged the researcher/researched 

binary by not simply receiving their stories but by also sharing my own and situating 

myself within the study. I want to be clear that while I attempted to alter the power 

dynamics of the traditional interview process, I am fully conscious of the fact that power 

imbalances continued to exist between the interviewees and myself. I am a white, able-

bodied, queer, cisgender woman who holds several degrees and whose research was 
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funded with a prestigious graduate student scholarship. Also, I am not receiving social 

assistance; I have safe living accommodations with a partner who shares the burdens of 

financial and social reproduction, and I am childless. Furthermore, I have the privilege 

(time, resources and ability) to do this research. Nevertheless, I attempted to alleviate the 

power imbalances in several ways: by using open-ended interviews; by offering 

participants full access to the final transcripts to review and make any adjustments they 

felt were necessary;
 30

 and by organizing a follow-up workshop to distribute the findings 

to participants. 
31

  

Although I have personally encountered poverty and gendered oppression and 

revealed some of these experiences with these women, I understand that I am indeed an 

“outsider within” these communities (Collins 1990, 1999). Intersectional scholar Patricia 

Hill Collins (1990) uses the concept “outsider within” to indicate those researchers and 

scholars who come from marginalized social locations and to emphasize how these 

locations shape their research approaches and perspectives in ways that are different from 

an “authentic” insider or outsider. Moreover, the concept reflects the space between 

groups where there is no clear membership and how researchers may be “caught between 

groups of unequal power” (1999:85). I feel caught in-between my relatively new middle-

class privilege and status as an academic, and my own lived experiences of poverty and 

participation in anti-poverty movements. Collins reminds us that “the social location of 

being on the edge matter[s],” in that not fully belonging to any group can create unique 

                                                      

30
 Only one participant requested her transcript. However, after I followed up in an email with the 

transcripts attached, the participant did not provide any feedback.  
31

 All of the women interviewed were interested in this follow-up workshop. My goal is to have a 

community organizer help co-facilitate the workshops in each city in the near future.  
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and interesting insights (ibid). In relation to sociological studies in general, Collins notes, 

“[b]ringing this [insider/outsider] group – as well as others who share an outsider within 

status vis-a-vis sociology – into the center of analysis may reveal aspects of reality 

obstructed by more orthodox approaches” (1986:15).  

It is largely because of my work organizing within social justice, anti-

authoritarian, anti-oppressive feminist spaces that I was able to be reflexive and remain 

aware of these dynamics and work on understanding and challenging my own privileges. 

At times, this was not easy, particularly when it came time to write this dissertation. My 

field journal and the journal I kept while I wrote this dissertation are full of these 

tensions, doubts and concerns about “doing” research within the confines of the 

training/education I have received as a sociologist. Specifically, the time constraints 

placed on graduate students to complete their dissertations (including course work, 

proposals, field work and writing) within a few short years despite the additional time 

required to do collaborative, community-based, activist or participatory research; the 

types of research methodologies that I was taught during my graduate work (none of 

which were participant action based); and finally, the expectations to “fit” my complex 

lived experiences, activism and research into a “perfect” academic package that meets all 

the departmental and institutional requirements. While I recognize that my positionality 

as an outsider within is not static and holds contradictions, as Collins points out the 

“outsider within” is “not a decontextualized identity category” (1999: 86); the concept 

highlights social locations occupied by groups with unequal power where the “goal is to 

determine what the links are among these systems” (1986:20).  
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At the same time that I was sensitive to the nature of my relationships with the 

participants and the effects my research could have on them, I was unprepared for the 

impacts that my research would have on me personally.
32

 My theoretical and 

methodological considerations emerged out of my own personal experiences growing up 

with a single mother who relied on welfare when we moved across the country to start a 

new life. For a long time, I ignored how poverty and gendered violence shaped some of 

my earliest memories; my fieldwork unexpectedly stirred up many feelings that I had 

ignored well into my adulthood. As scholars, we seldom discuss the messy, difficult and 

traumatic aspects of our research. We often ignore vicarious trauma or the state of our 

own mental health. Clearly, if we are truly reflective and honest about the process, we 

need to assess our own emotional wellbeing. My personal trauma resurfaced during the 

research process, dramatically affecting my mental health, forcing me to take a step back 

to avoid complete burnout and quitting my doctoral studies. Consequently, this 

challenged me to think about how activist scholars do research and what supports are 

needed to undertake activist scholarship that may be connected to our own lived 

experiences and struggles against injustice in the increasingly neoliberal turn of post-

                                                      

32
 Throughout the fieldwork I actively worked on my self-reflexivity, yet I was unprepared for the impact 

the research process was having on me as a young activist scholar doing fieldwork for the first time. After 

returning from a week of meetings in one city, I felt overwhelmed by the interviews, specifically from 

those in which participants disclosed domestic abuse, negative experiences in shelters and with CAS, and 

the grind of poverty in general. Any researcher would have felt compassion and empathy for the 

participants but what I felt was deeper than that; I was traumatized. I identified with these stories, and was 

unsure how to continue the research because it was bringing up painful childhood memories and 

subsequent trauma. I then realized how my research, activism and personal history all contributed to 

shaping the study. I needed to find strategies of dealing with personal trauma while at the same time doing 

justice to the research and the participants’ experiences and ongoing struggles. I am thankful to my partner 

and the many friends, family members, supervisors, mentors and comrades who helped me through these 

tough times.  
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secondary education. While our research areas may spark a passion within us, there may 

also be unexpected outcomes that impact us in significant ways. Although this was an 

extremely difficult process, I have emerged with a greater appreciation for the women 

who had the courage to speak with me and invite me into their lives and homes to share 

deeply personal stories.  

I also interviewed nine caseworkers employed by Ontario Works in Kingston, 

Peterborough and Toronto. Because OW is a public service funded by government tax 

dollars, some managers informed me of office protocols that prohibit caseworkers from 

participating in certain interviews and media engagements. Kim, a caseworker I 

interviewed, confirmed that “we are not allowed to talk to the press, we’re not allowed to 

talk to …city officials, like city councilors we are not allowed to talk to MPPs; there’s a 

whole entire bureaucratic process” (CW9-12). Incorporating caseworkers’ perspectives in 

this study is a unique contribution to the field of welfare scholarship, particularly in 

Canada – I have not found any Canadian studies that include interviews with welfare 

caseworkers specifically. Based on the difficulties and barriers I encountered in accessing 

caseworkers, this may be the primary reason that scholars have not interviewed OW 

caseworkers. On one occasion, I randomly met several caseworkers at the Kingston 

Social Assistance Review [SAR] public meeting. Even though I was able to connect in 

person with several caseworkers who were interested in being interviewed, I still had to 

go through management to receive approval. Unfortunately, in one city I never received a 

direct response from OW management regarding my interest in contacting caseworkers, 

although caseworkers had even advocated on my behalf to management. In one instance, 
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a frontline worker acted as a mediator between myself and management. However, in the 

end management’s lack of support discouraged some individuals from participating.  

In two instances I had my own contacts who worked at OW or who had working 

relationships with OW management, and through them I was able to speak in person with 

managers. In the meetings, we discussed the project in more depth and I made my case 

for interviewing frontline workers, which management for the most part was hesitant to 

allow. I was not permitted direct access to caseworkers themselves and was openly 

discouraged from trying to do so without management’s consent. Senior management in 

one city worried that my research was “corrosive” and would negatively affect the 

public’s perception of caseworkers and Ontario Works (Field Notes 2012). One of the 

caseworkers I interviewed in that city revealed to me that he had been briefed before the 

interview regarding what topics he was to avoid discussing (Tom, CW3-12). Yet another 

manager at an OW office was eager to meet with me, discuss the project and arrange 

interviews, and even passed on their OW annual report.
33

 In these two instances 

management was interested in the findings of the project and encouraged me to do a 

presentation to management upon completion of my study.
34

 

                                                      

33
 I found the meetings with management to be intimidating. First, I had to prove to managers why my 

research was important. I was also confronted with power dynamics that made me uncomfortable – as a 

former recipient of welfare I was highly conscious of my newly found class and educational privilege that 

allowed me to even access the upper management of a welfare office. My age and gender also affected the 

dynamics; even though I held Queen’s University credentials I still felt the pressure to perform as an 

“objective academic” and felt that I had to downplay my activism, politics and anti-oppression practices as 

they might be seen as too “radical” and thus frighten management (Field notes 2012). 
34

 I have yet to present my research findings to management, however, upon completion of my dissertation 

I will be in contact with them to set up a meeting.  
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Even though OW is a government-funded public service, as an academic 

researcher I was openly and subtly discouraged from asking certain questions and 

accessing certain workers for interviews. As a result, all but two interviewees were hand-

selected by management. Interestingly, although the majority of caseworkers are women 

(70%) management often included at least one male participant; in one city, men 

outnumbered the female participants. In addition, management often included an 

employment counsellor from a different unit of OW.  

Lastly, I conducted five interviews with anti-poverty activists, frontline workers 

and advocates.
35

 These interviewees worked and volunteered in a range of organizations 

including food banks, street health, legal aid, homeless shelters and anti-poverty 

coalitions. Although the following chapters focus primarily on the narratives of single 

mothers on assistance and caseworkers, the interviews I conducted with activists were 

invaluable. They challenged me about my methods, my reasons for doing this research 

and what I hoped to accomplish in carrying it out in ways that an ethics board cannot. 

Specifically, they reminded me that such research could be used to create positive social 

change within communities. However, they also warned me that various state apparatuses 

could use such research against marginalized communities. The interviews with activists 

                                                      

35
 I facilitated one focus group with frontline workers at a women’s shelter and I conducted 10 informal 

interviews with activists, advocates and frontline workers (shelters, community health coalitions, faith-

based organizations and direct action groups), which influenced my methodology as well as more specific 

discussions of the CSUMB and the Save the Dawn House campaign (see Chapter 7). Although not formally 

recorded and transcribed, the conversations that I had with organizers were incredibly insightful and 

important to this project. For some, signing a consent form was a deterrent and made them feel 

uncomfortable. These outcomes underscore the need for researchers to be aware that “formal” tools of 

research may not be well suited to certain populations.  
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also provided critical insights about the local contexts of anti-poverty struggles, 

particularly in cities where I do not live nor organize in.  

1.2.3 Definition of Terms 

 

 Language is a powerful tool that is deeply connected to the construction of 

knowledge and power (Foucault 1972). As Himani Bannerji claims, naming is important, 

and, more than just words, they are “codes for political subjectivities and agencies” 

(2000:41). Because my research examines the welfare state in order to make sense of the 

multiple pieces of legislation and policies that govern social assistance, I draw upon the 

dominant discourses of the state (legislation, policy documents) in order to make sense of 

how OW’s surveillance practices “work.” Such discourses provide a specific presentation 

of how the practices “should” operate in accordance with the goals of the political party 

in power, senior policymakers and various agencies. However, in their operation, these 

practices do not always function as planned. Technologies malfunction, individuals resist 

and policies are regularly updated and “redefined” in the context of ever-changing socio-

political and cultural contexts. As such, there are unintended consequences that result 

from the imagined goals of surveillance technologies in welfare services and the actual 

on-the-ground outcomes of the technology/practice. In order to fully capture the breadth 

of discourse surrounding social assistance and surveillance in OW, I include the 

discourses and terminology that recipients use to define themselves, their communities, 

surveillance and their experiences of the OW system. As such I often adopt the language 

used by the marginalized to describe and explain their everyday lives. For instance, I 



 

36 

 

 

 

employ the terms “welfare” and “social assistance” interchangeably throughout my 

dissertation because participants did. Those receiving OW often referred to it as “OW” or 

“welfare,” whereas those delivering OW referred to it most commonly as “social 

assistance.”  

Historically the term welfare has been used to refer to services provided by a 

benevolent state that is interested in constructing and maintaining a social safety net to 

protect vulnerable citizens, a practice most scholars claim reached its ascendancy during 

the Keynesian welfare state years (1940-1974). With the rise of neoliberalism which 

reached its ascendency in the 1990s under Ontario’s Progressive Conservative majority, 

welfare became an unpopular term, often used derogatorily by politicians, pundits and the 

public alike. To remove some of the stigmatization associated with welfare, the discourse 

of “social assistance” took its place. Several workers (and academics) have questioned 

my use of “welfare,” noting that the term is outdated and derogatory. While I agree that 

we need to reduce the stigmatization attached to some terms, I also recognize the 

critiques that feminists have launched against the usage of neoliberal social assistance 

discourse because it erases the historical context and purpose of welfare delivery in 

Ontario. Using the term “social assistance” does little to erase the stigma recipients feel 

when derogatory epithets are repeatedly hurled their way. Both welfare and social 

assistance are inadequate representations of what it means to receive state supports in 

Ontario today. However, since both “welfare” and “social assistance” were widely used 

by those interviewed, I employ them, but not without acknowledging their historic and 

contemporary baggage.   
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 “Single mothers” is also a term that carries significant historical connotations and 

stereotypes regarding gender, race, class, mothering, sexuality and morality (Caragata 

2014, 2008; Chunn and Gavigan 2004, 2006a; Emberley 2001; Fitzgerald 2004; Galabuzi 

2010; Gordon 1990; Kohler-Hausmann 2007; Little 1998; McMullin et al. 2002; 

Mirichandani and Chan 2007; Mosher et al 2004; Porter 2003; Power 2005; Swanson 

2001). Rather than following welfare administrators and employing the increasingly 

popular “gender neutral” discourses (e.g. “lone parent” or “sole-support parent”), my aim 

is to highlight the gendered experience of welfare surveillance from the perspective of 

mothers. The mothers I interviewed referred to themselves as “single mothers,” and 

therefore that is how I refer to them. Considering the rapid erasure of “women” and 

“mother” from welfare policies and discourses, this dissertation deliberately inserts their 

experiences as both mothers and women. While I use the term “woman” throughout my 

dissertation, I am also cognizant of the ongoing debates within Poststructural 

feminism(s), transgender studies and queer theory surrounding such essentialist and 

binary categorizations of gender. My use of the term woman is political and deliberate 

and I hope it encourages readers to think about the materiality of poverty, gender and race 

in a society that is structured by patriarchy, capitalism, colonialism and white 

supremacy.
36

 The women interviewed in this study are not a homogeneous group, nor do 

                                                      

36
 By materiality of poverty, I mean the material experiences of oppression. Those who live in poverty may 

be malnourished because of a lack of access to healthy, nutritious foods and may develop health problems 

later on. Similarly, their mental health may be compromised by the stress of stigmatization and exclusion, 

as well as by lack of access to non-judgemental supports and free counsellors and treatments (McGibbon 

2012). The materiality of racial oppression is experienced by welfare mothers whose bodies, sexuality and 

reproduction is increasingly regulated by the state; Aboriginal women are frequently denied the right to 

mother as their children are put in foster care in mostly white homes; the Indian Act has material 
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I intend to present them as such; they are all unique and negotiate welfare surveillance in 

different ways depending on their childhood, past relationships, age, gender, race, class, 

ability and sexuality(ies). As Tina Mattson notes, “[n]o structure or category is 

homogeneous, and the intersection between gender, sexuality, class, and race creates 

oppression and inequality both within and among groups” (2013:11).  

 As well, I employ the term “racialization” and “racialized” to further challenge 

OW’s neglect (and erasure) of race as a social location that impacts individuals 

experiences of poverty. Defining non-white single mothers as racialized points to the 

systemic marginalization, discrimination, exclusion and differential treatment that they 

experience (Babberhu 2000; Collins 1998; Lawrence 2004; Galabuzi 2006, 2010; 

Mirichandani and Chan 2007; Newbeck and Cazenave 2002; O’Connell 2013, 2014; 

Razack, Smith and Thobani 2010; Wallis and Kwok 2008).
37

 This term also indicates the 

process of “race making” that is perpetuated and upheld by the state and state institutions 

such as social assistance (Thobani 2007). I also use terms that were employed by the 

participants such as Black, woman of colour and Aboriginal. Taking direction from anti-

racist activists, community organizers, Indigenous scholars and the participants I use the 

term “Aboriginal” to refer to single mothers who expressed their Aboriginal heritage and 

roots as well as ongoing systemic forms of colonization that they endure. This is not 

                                                                                                                                                              

consequences on women’s bodies for if they marry a white person they lose their legal status and rights as 

Indigenous persons; and racialized and Aboriginal women experience higher levels of poverty and violence 

than their white counterparts. The materiality of gendered experiences of oppression on social assistance 

are demonstrated in the high rates of violence against women, the sexism they endure in the labour market, 

including lower wages and potential for promotions, and the undermining of social reproduction in the 

home, reproduction which is necessary for the sustenance of life itself.  
37

 See Chapter 2 section 2.4.  
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meant to lump them all into one category as there are diverse and unique nations, cultures 

and practices amongst Canada’s First Nations and Indigenous communities.  

 It has been difficult to determine what term is best to describe those receiving 

OW. Administrators use the term “clients,” an obvious business-oriented discourse that 

implies that the welfare client is a customer of a service. The term “clients” is not an 

accurate term. It embeds “clients” within the neoliberal assumptions of a free 

marketplace of “choice” and that clients actually select such services rather than are 

compelled to request them due to their own poverty. “Client” also depoliticizes the 

political economy of poverty and the struggles that low-income individuals experience on 

a daily basis. For this reason, I draw upon terminology used by anti-poverty advocates 

who use the term “recipients” to describe those in receipt of OW. However, this term is 

also problematic in that it too tends to drain “recipients” of agency, as though they only 

receive and have no means to negotiate and resist. While neither is adequate, I will use 

the term “recipients” except in those instances where I am directly quoting caseworkers 

who utilize the term “clients.”  

1.3 Organizational Considerations  

 

 Chapter 2, “Theorizing Neoliberal Welfare Surveillance: Why Class, Gender and 

Race Matter,” provides a literature review and explores the theoretical considerations that 

underpin this study. Specifically Chapter 2 points to the contributions of feminist political 

economy, anti-racist feminism, intersectionality and a small body of welfare surveillance 

scholarship to the study of poverty, moral regulation and surveillance, gendered work and 
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social reproduction. Chapter 3, “Ontario’s History of Poverty Regulation: Situating 

Gender, Race, Class and Indigeneity ‘othering’ in the Context of Neoliberal Welfare 

Surveillance,” examines the historical roots of contemporary welfare policies. This 

chapter examines colonial policies that have impacted the poor, the development of the 

Ontario Mother’s Allowance, the Keynesian welfare state and concludes with the New 

Democratic Party’s role in instituting welfare surveillance practices.  

After tracing the historical precursors and the development of state welfare in 

Ontario, Chapter 4, “Neoliberal Welfare Reforms in Ontario, 1995-2015: 

Institutionalizing the Welfare Surveillance Apparatus,”   provides in-depth analysis of 

how neoliberalism became the driving force behind welfare reforms from 1980 until 

2014. I trace how all political parties (NDP, Liberal or Conservative), regardless of 

political alignment, have introduced policies and practices altering the Ontario welfare 

state that have contributed to the formation of the contemporary welfare surveillance 

apparatus.  

Building on the neoliberal historical context of welfare reforms, Chapter 5, “The 

Social Services Modernization Project: The Government’s Role in Institutionalizing the 

‘Ontario Works’ Surveillance Apparatus,” looks specifically at the obsession of 

neoliberal policy makers to develop new surveillance mechanisms to “modernize” 

welfare practices.  This chapter describes the twelve practices that constitute the welfare 

surveillance apparatus and the ongoing technological transformations of the neoliberal 

welfare state in Ontario. As Amanda demonstrated in the opening of this introduction, 

surveillance is present at all stages of the social assistance life course – from the 
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application stage and ongoing eligibility, to paternity tests, welfare debit cards and even 

after employment has been secured and recipients leave the welfare system. This chapter 

pays especial attention to the technological and non-technological mechanisms (or moral 

surveillance) by which the operating systems and caseworkers surveil welfare recipients 

like Amanda.  

What about the individuals who work within the system and are employed by the 

province of Ontario? What are their ideas about welfare surveillance and how have they 

dealt with new forms of neoliberal management within their workplace? Chapter 6, 

“Social Workers or Financial Advisors? OW Caseworkers’ Reflections on Non-

Compliance and Welfare Surveillance,” reflects on nine qualitative, in-depth interviews 

with OW caseworkers conducted in Kingston, Peterborough and Toronto between 

2011and 2012. Their interviews reveal the gendered consequences of neoliberal 

management practices and the increased workplace stress workers endure while trying to 

meet office targets and quotas. How do they feel about the policies and subsequent 

surveillance tactics they enforce on single mothers like Amanda who are leaving 

domestic violence with little to no resources? This chapter also explores how casework 

has become increasingly dehumanized under neoliberal management practices and how 

the workers themselves must endure surveillance in their workplaces by adhering to 

quotas, targets and timelines. In doing so, I explore three dominant subjectivities of 

caseworkers: the social work ethics of care, the complicit financial advisor and the 

authoritarian overseer.  
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 How have these neoliberal welfare reforms and surveillance mechanisms altered 

recipients’ experiences of social assistance? Chapter 7,  “Welfare Surveillance and 

Mothering on the Margins: Life Under the Watchful Eye of Ontario Works” assesses the 

outcome of neoliberal welfare surveillance by exploring what single mothers receiving 

OW think of the current system, and how they manage and negotiate the demands of 

workfare and their encounters with surveillance. Drawing on eighteen qualitative in-

depth interviews with single mothers on assistance in Ontario residing in Kingston, 

Peterborough and Toronto, this chapter reveals the experiences of living under the 

watchful eye of Ontario Works, specifically by looking at their relationships with their 

caseworkers. Employing a feminist, anti-racist and intersectional lens, this chapter tackles 

the ways that supposedly gender- and race-neutral policies actually harm and 

discriminate against marginalized single mothers.  

Chapter 8, “Welfare Surveillance, the Family Responsibility Office and the 

Children’s Aid Society: Using an Intersectional Analysis to Uncover the State’s Role in 

‘Othering’ Practices that Regulate Single Mothers’ Sexuality and Reproductive Rights,” 

expands upon the analysis of the welfare surveillance gaze to assess the prevalence of 

state surveillance in single mothers’ lives. OW surveillance does not work in isolation but 

is part of a web of state incursions into the private lives of Ontario’s marginalized. As 

Amanda illustrated, single mothers’ narratives question the role of the Family Court 

system and the Children’s Aid Society, and how classism, heteropatriarchy, colonialism 

and white supremacy shape women’s interactions with state and non-state institutions. 

Chapter 8 explicitly challenges the connections between surveillance and the 
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stigmatization and “othering” processes that sustain the justification for various social 

service authorities to continue the regulation, discipline and surveillance of certain 

segments of the population, namely poor, racialized, single mothers receiving social 

assistance.  

 Chapter 9, “Counter-narratives and Individual and Collective forms of Resistance 

to the Neoliberal Welfare Surveillance Apparatus,” draws upon my own experiences as 

an organizer, ally and activist to open up a discussion of the importance and power of 

individual and collective forms of resistance. From the voices of activists, advocates and 

single mothers, I explore the different strategies employed to confront punitive welfare 

policies and the fight for a better, more equitable world. I conclude with some directions 

for future research and the role of this project in challenging the invasive surveillance of 

some of Ontario’s most marginalized peoples.  

As Amanda’s story reveals, far too few of us realize how welfare is a trap and not 

a choice: “I sit and I cry and I didn’t know it was this hard on welfare…it’s just a 

nightmare...I swore I never would go on welfare but what can you do when your hands 

are tied and there’s nowhere else to go?”
38

 I hope by revealing the new surveillance 

practices that have made it difficult for single mothers like Amanda to escape from a life 

of abuse and unwarranted scrutiny and stigmatization, I will contribute to a collective 

challenge to the neoliberal welfare state in ways that will begin to restore the dignity and 

autonomy of all those on welfare. 

                                                      

38
 Emma (KSM1-11).  



 

44 

 

 

 

Chapter 2Theorizing Neoliberal Welfare Surveillance: Why Class, 

Gender and Race Matter 

2.1 Introduction: The Political Economy of Neoliberalism  

 

Since the 1980s, neoliberalism has become the driving ideological force and 

practice for the management and delivery of welfare in Ontario (Brodie 1996; Bumiller 

2008; Coulter 2009; Dominelli 1999; Evans and Wekerle 1997; Finkel 2006; Fraser and 

Bedford 2008; Fudge and Cossman 2002; Little 2001, 2003, 2012; Porter 2003; Maki 

2011; Snider 2000). Neoliberal “common sense” reached ascendency in the 1990s in 

Ontario under the Progressive Conservative Harris government. Michael Foucault (1979) 

suggests that neoliberalism is best understood as “a state under the supervision of the 

market rather than a market supervised by the state” (116). Public social services such as 

welfare have seen governments and management embrace a “commercial common 

sense,” (Dominelli 1999:18), and the commodification of public services (Dominelli and 

Hoogvelt 1996; Froggett and Sapey 1997; Meagher and Parton 2004). As such, under 

neoliberalism, the market is naturalized (the invisible hand) and justified as the principal 

pathway to social wellbeing. The “public” is rendered subservient to the “private.” The 

individual, within neoliberal logic, also becomes subordinated to the market and is 

viewed as the “consumer” or a “client” of public services.39 While neoliberalism is 

embedded in the liberal tradition it shifts the balance and places a new emphasis on 

                                                      

39
 The ideal “market citizen” or OW “client” is assumed to be a good, efficient, independent worker and 

consumer who takes responsibility for their own lives including any personal failings. 
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individual freedom, and is suspicious of attempts to “socially engineer” equality 

(Breitkreuz 2005; Finkel 2006; Harvey 2005; Porter 2003; Snider 2000).  

Within Ontario’s welfare system, neoliberalism has brought greater privatization, 

outsourcing, and deregulation to the delivery of “social assistance.” Private companies 

like Accenture were given unprecedented control in operating aspects of OW, often 

without significant public oversight (see Chapter 4 and 5). For OW social workers 

(caseworkers), neoliberalism has threatened their union rights and benefits and made their 

work environment more precarious. Within welfare offices neoliberal transformations 

took the form of “modernization,” which included additional bureaucracy, new 

technology, an emphasis on managerialism (to encourage efficiency and cost cutting 

measures), New Public Management40 (escalated demands for quotas and timelines), and 

an emphasis on the bottom line. It is no surprise that governments became more 

concerned with accountability to “stakeholders,” i.e. those with economic interests 

(investments) in how public resources were spent. The Ontario taxpayer was not the only 

faction promised accountability, the private sector that was partnering up with the 

government was privy to new insights on how the government managed the poor 

(Megahan and Parton 2004), and as a result saw their opportunity to secure a new source 

of revenue (Maki 2011).  

For OW recipients, neoliberalism has led to intensified re-regulation of the poor 

(discipline, anti-fraud, surveillance of risky (or at risk) populations, zero-tolerance 

policies and criminalization of poverty) with the overall goal of cutting welfare rolls and 

                                                      

40
 See Hood 1995.  
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limiting state relief for the ostensible purpose of resolving Ontario’s economic stagnation 

and debt (see Chapter 4). The proliferation of neoliberal market rationalities on the part 

of the government of Ontario has significantly expanded the regulatory functions of the 

state (Bumiller 2008), especially the surveillance of marginalized peoples. Under 

neoliberalism, participation in the labour market is seen as the only way of achieving 

income security and good market citizen status indicating how the “consumer” has 

replaced the “citizen” with regards to access to state supports and basic human rights 

(Breitkreuz 2005). The impoverished individual is perceived as responsible for her/his 

own setbacks. This individualistic notion of citizenship discounts the structural factors of 

capitalism that maintain unequal class, gender and race relations. It also positions welfare 

recipients as “clients” and “consumers” who “choose” to apply for social assistance 

(Baines 2002; Bannerji 2000; Breitkreuz 2005; Caragata and Liegghio 2013; Little 2011). 

The neoliberal individualistic notion of “choice” within the “free market” is largely an 

illusion given the extensive and unwarranted proliferation of surveillance into all aspects 

of the lives of OW recipients and other populations deemed “at risk”.  

When the capitalist market takes precedence over the delivery of public goods and 

services, what happens to OW recipients who fail to achieve the standards of a “good 

market citizens?” What theories are available to help make sense of the ways neoliberal 

technological progress and new surveillance techniques have impacted the lives of single 

mothers on welfare?  In what ways has neoliberal welfare systems excluded and/or 

stigmatized OW “clients” on the grounds of race, gender, class or (dis)ability and what 

theories can explain the discriminatory nature of contemporary welfare politics? 
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2.2 Enhancing Critical Surveillance Studies 

 

By synthesizing feminist political economy, anti-racist scholarship and 

surveillance studies, I aim to build an analytical model of welfare surveillance to provide 

a deeper understanding of social assistance systems’ adoption of surveillance as a form of 

regulation and control which has fundamentally “othered” those in economic need. It is 

my contention that these three theoretical positions have too often failed to enter into 

meaningful conversation with one another. In particular, surveillance scholarship has 

neglected welfare as a site where particularly virulent forms of surveillance are occurring 

and have too often neglected to appreciate its gendered and racialized effects.  

This chapter draws upon important literatures to demonstrate the necessity of a 

critically engaged feminist political economy and anti-racist analysis of the neoliberal 

welfare surveillance apparatus. Without a feminist political economy and an anti-racist 

and intersectional analysis, surveillance scholars are unable to fully grapple and interact 

with the major problems of welfare surveillance, specifically how women, racialized, 

poor and Aboriginal people have been targets of this state intervention. I ask, how can we 

bring these various theories together to construct a more nuanced and powerful critique 

of neoliberal surveillance?  

On the other hand, feminist political economists, anti-racist and intersectionality 

scholars have failed to document the full scope and impacts of the intensifying 

technological surveillance of welfare recipients (Chunn and Gavigan 2004; Lightman et 

al. 2003; Mirchandani and Chan 2007; Mosher and Hermer 2005).These theorists have 
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not given enough attention to the burgeoning field of surveillance studies or wrestled 

with the implications of the neoliberal embrace of highly-technological surveillance 

innovations on the communities they study. If we are to truly grapple with the impacts of 

neoliberal welfare surveillance on the lives of single mothers, scholars need to leave their 

isolated silos to reveal how new welfare surveillance technologies are part of a larger 

ideological battle that stigmatizes marginalized populations along class, gender and race 

lines.  

2.2.1 Critical Surveillance Studies and Class Inequalities  

 

Welfare surveillance is an emerging field of inquiry that investigates the political 

economy behind the neoliberal technocratization of welfare services, specifically 

surveillance. Under the discourse of “modernization,” social services are constantly 

undergoing upgrades, testing for efficiency and speeding up daily administrative tasks 

with new software. In combination with governments’ promises to make public services 

like social assistance more “accountable,” “efficient,” “streamlined” and “secure,” 

governments in the U.S., U.K. and Canada have outsourced and privatized the 

technological development of new service delivery models (Gilliom 2001; Graham and 

Wood 2003; Henman and Marston 2008; Maki 2011; Pleace 2007). Critical surveillance 

scholars have questioned the implementation of large databases, risk algorithms, data 

mining personal information, surveillance mashups and intensive surveillance of the 

poor, asking how and in what ways social exclusion and inequality are becoming  

automated (Graham and Wood 2003; Pleace 2007). Situating their critiques on the class 
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dimensions of surveillance, these important studies demonstrate that neoliberalism and 

the availability and investment in technologies has increased the capacity for surveillance 

practices and intensified the usage of surveillance in a host of government services. What 

is lacking in these studies is an investigation of how surveillance processes may target 

and/or have different outcomes based on gender and racialized social locations.  

Virginia Eubanks’ research insists that the regulation of poverty is not new, 

however, “the techniques have changed” (2006:2), which has led to the intensification of 

technological surveillance within welfare services. In other words, technological 

advancements have changed the scope and nature of how the poor are regulated and 

scrutinized. For instance, Ontario Works’ introduction of large technological databases in 

the 1990s modified eligibility criteria as well as classifications of welfare “fraud” while 

biometrics (fingerprinting, DNA collection, iris scanning) and Smart Cards (government-

issued identity cards) were developed to monitor the poor in ways that were not possible 

(or imaginable) in the past (Maki 2009, 2011). Scholars are increasingly questioning the 

impact of powerful data mining and risk-categorizing technologies on the poor, given 

their increased usage in social service agencies in Western neoliberal capitalist societies 

such as Canada, the U.K., the U.S and Australia. According to surveillance scholars Paul 

Henman and Greg Marston (2008), welfare surveillance involves “the operation, delivery 

and provision of occupational, fiscal and social welfare” where “the application and 

experience of surveillance is different for different peoples, depending on what sort of 

welfare benefit they are receiving and how it is delivered” (191).  
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Some surveillance scholars have cautioned against the use of invasive 

technologies on the economically marginalized (Pleace 2007), yet few have questioned 

how surveillance has made living on welfare even more difficult and dehumanizing or the 

gendered and racialized impacts of such practices. In other words, what does it “feel” like 

to live under and survive the surveillance gaze of welfare? What concessions to their own 

privacy must welfare recipients make in order to maintain their social assistance benefits? 

As a conceptual framework, welfare surveillance helps us understand how technologies 

created to make neoliberal governmental systems more efficient and accountable impact 

the daily lives of people on social assistance, which, according to Stephen Graham and 

David Wood, “raises clear concerns that social exclusion itself will be automated” (2003: 

233–234). Technology increasingly does the dirty work of exclusion and othering for the 

benefit of the capitalist state. As I have argued elsewhere (2009, 2011), the technologies 

and databases that OW currently utilizes penetrate the lives of recipients, data mine large 

amounts of personal information and disclose extensive personal information to third-

party databases. The amount of information imparted to a multitude of social service 

agencies, the criminal justice system, immigration and Canadian tax revenue agencies is 

significant yet the full effects are largely unknown because the government does not 

publically release information on how much or with whom this information is exchanged.  

Surveillance scholars have raised some of these concerns in their discussions 

regarding surveillance “mashups” (Pleace 2007) or “surveillance assemblages” (Haggerty 

and Ericson 2006), which refer to data sharing by multiple surveillance sources, meaning 

that welfare recipients may be monitored by several surveillance mechanisms and social 
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service agencies at any given time. Mashups allocate power to social service agencies to 

amalgamate, share and categorize confidential information about welfare recipients and 

poor people in general (Pleace 2007). According to Nicolas Pleace’s research on 

homelessness in the U.K., “the capacity to ‘mashup’ is the capacity to run multiple, 

flexibly defined shared queries across many databases at once,” thus potentially tracking 

and monitoring the activities of the economically marginalized (2007:949). The same can 

be said for Ontario Works caseworkers who are authorized to share personal information 

with a host of government and non-government institutions.  Eubanks (2006) criticizes 

U.S. welfare offices that share their clients’ personal information with other social service 

agencies (such as child welfare) without the informed consent of the recipients. Eubanks 

discovered that the Department of Social Services was distributing welfare recipients’ 

personal information without their consent, which, she argues, “lends credence to clients’ 

fears that they are trapped in a system where every detail of their lives is known and 

freely shared among powerful players” (ibid: 91). The non-consensual use of recipient’s 

personal data with a multitude of government social services authorities has led Eubanks 

to conclude that social services “concerns are less about privacy, and more about power, 

oppression, and autonomy” (ibid). My study found similar trends; welfare recipients in 

Ontario are systematically denied basic rights to privacy and are expected to comply with 

investigative measures to determine their identity and ongoing eligibility for social 

assistance.  

John Gilliom’s research on welfare surveillance in the U.S. is one of the most 

comprehensive empirical research studies documenting single welfare mothers’ lived 
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experiences of welfare surveillance. Gilliom’s (2001) Overseers of the Poor: 

Surveillance Resistance, and the Limits of Privacy critiques the unintended (and 

intended) consequences of the “information age” and what this has meant to those 

already under the moral scrutiny of society. Starting in the mid-1990s, his research team 

interviewed fifty welfare mothers in Appalachian Ohio. Gilliom’s research is significant 

for my current study for three reasons. First, Gilliom situates surveillance as a process by 

which individuals’ behaviour is not only monitored but there is also an expectation by 

welfare authorities that behaviours will and should be modified. As such, Gilliom 

concludes, “surveillance is not a mere glance exchanged between equals – it is both an 

expression and instrument of power” (3). Second, Gilliom offers a critical discussion of 

community surveillance as “perpetual potential blackmail” that is encouraged by state 

officials (89). Third, his research found that caseworkers, predominantly women, are also 

under the scrutiny of new welfare surveillance technologies (96).41 My study has found 

similar trends demonstrating linkages between welfare reform, power and surveillance in 

Ontario and Ohio.42 While his study does make efforts to document welfare surveillance’s 

impacts on women, the study lacks an explicit feminist analysis of the political economic 

consequences of welfare surveillance. What is even more disappointing is that race is 

glaringly absent from his analysis.  

                                                      

41
 Gilliom interviewed caseworkers and welfare administrators, however, he does not spend much time 

examining their complex relationship with welfare surveillance beyond the fact that they are also subject to 

surveillance and that they resist such surveillance.  
42

 There are interesting parallels between Ohio’s welfare reforms and those of Ontario. Both jurisdictions 

partnered with the corporation Accenture and like Ontario, Ohio renamed its programs “Ohio Works.”  
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Nicolas Pleace’s (2007) research has shown how social service agencies use data-

sharing technologies (information communication technologies, or ICTs) to monitor 

homeless populations in the U.K. His research discovered that surveillance technologies 

could contribute to “socioeconomic” exclusion of certain groups (specifically low-

income populations). Pleace emphasizes, “[m]any academics’ concerns with surveillance 

powered by ICTs center on the unprecedented power ICTs give the state to classify on a 

massive scale, to socially sort the population using that classification” (2007:944). 

“Social sorting” is a term utilized by some surveillance scholars to analyze the 

surveillance mechanisms that may disproportionately affect certain populations deemed 

“risky” in negative ways. While I think this is a useful framework, I tend to use the more 

politicized term “othering” to describe the differential treatment of Ontario’s poor (Ball 

and Snider 2013), bringing in a feminist gendered analysis (Evans and Wekerle 1995; 

Gregory 2010; Little 1998, 2003; McCormak 2005; Mink 1990; Power 2005) and to 

signify the relevancy of race and colonial legacies that adversely target and regulate 

racialized and Aboriginal welfare recipients (Bannerji 2000; Collins 1998; Lawrence 

2004; Mirchandani and Chan 2007; O’Connell 2010, 2013; Razack, Smith and Thobani 

2010; Roberts 1999).  

Echoing the surveillance studies conducted by Henman (2004), Gilliom (2001) 

and Eubanks (2006), Canadian political economy scholars Ernie Lightman, Andrew 

Mitchell and Dean Herd (2004, 2003) have documented OW recipients’ encounters with 

welfare reforms, including the new database technologies. They found that the excessive 

need for documentation for the Service Delivery Model Technology [SDMT] made 
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recipients feel like “criminals” and unworthy of state supports (Lightman et al. 2004: 6; 

Herd, Mitchell and Lightman 2005: 65). Their study focused primarily on the increased 

reliance on database technologies (the SDMT and third party databases) and the two-step 

intake process (a voice-activated telephone application followed by a face-to-face 

meeting). While their research is insightful, and illustrates the classed dimensions of 

welfare reforms, they overlooked other important areas of surveillance including the 

Fraud Unit, the Family Responsibility Office, the Consolidated Verification Unit and the 

Eligibility Review Officers and the everyday non-technological moral surveillance. Like 

Gilliom and Pleace they more glaringly fail to appreciate that people of colour and 

women are particularly likely to be criminalized by neoliberal surveillance technologies.  

 The emphasis of surveillance scholars on the “technical” often obscures the 

“moral” dimensions of neoliberal technologies. At its worst, surveillance studies risks 

fetishizing the subject of its analysis. True, surveillance studies experts like Gilliom, 

Eubanks and Pleace acknowledge that these technologies are far from benign and tend to 

reaffirm and enforce class relations and economic inequality. They remind us that we 

should be wary of reifying neoliberal presumptions that we are all equal and free “market 

citizens.” Yet OW recipients are not just separated from the rest of the citizenry based on 

class alone, and, in fact, there are significant divisions and “otherings” within the 

category of “welfare client” itself, which neoliberal rhetoric, and surveillance scholarship 

tends to ignore. A critique of the moral (and technological) dimensions of welfare 

surveillance must include an appreciation of how the neoliberal state excludes and 

stigmatizes OW recipients according to their gender and race. As such, I put forth the 
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argument that surveillance and the technologies that support it are not benign but rather 

illuminate (and exacerbate) social inequalities (gender, race, class, sexuality and ability) 

that are reinforced in state governed institutions like social assistance. 

2.3 Feminist Political Economy: Theorizing Class and Gender Inequalities  

 

Feminist political economy offers a fundamental challenge to surveillance 

scholarship by insisting that we take into account surveillance’s profoundly moral and 

gendered dimensions. For decades, feminist scholars have documented the gendered 

moral regulation of poor women by state institutions. Drawing on Foucault’s notions of 

power, discourse and knowledge, moral regulation refers to the ways in which individuals 

are constituted by the state (Glasbeek 2006: 2). Moral regulation illuminates the 

“regulatory practices and discourses” that shape an individual’s experiences, including 

social control as well as potential forms of resistance (Valverde and Weir 2006:76).43 

Canadian feminist research has examined the state’s moral regulation of single mothers’ 

sexuality during significant moments of nation-building since World War One (Chunn 

and Gavigan 2006b; Gavigan and Chunn 2007; Little 1994, 1998, 2001, 2003). At its 

onset, government assistance for widowed women was premised on a “hierarchy of 

deservedness” that was unambiguously classed (bourgeois), racialized (to maintain white 

hegemony) and heteronormative (to maintain the monogamous, heterosexual nuclear 

family unit) (ibid).  

                                                      

43
 Valverde and Weir note, “[a]ll departments of the state, including the military, have at times been, and 

potentially always are, sites of moral regulation” (2006: 77).  
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Historically and up until the Keynesian welfare state era, welfare caseworkers 

were pivotal to surveilling marginalized single mothers via home visits and policing other 

eligibility criteria. Poor single mothers’ moral worthiness, a prerequisite for state benefits 

such as Ontario Mothers’ Assistance (OMA), was not accepted at face value and they had 

to undergo extensive investigations in order to assess whether they were deserving of 

state benefits. To adequately perform their duties, social workers were authorized to 

conduct home visits and worked one-on-one with single mothers who accessed the OMA. 

These social workers assessed many areas of social reproduction – including cleaning, 

sanitation, childcare, cooking and femininity – in order to enforce appropriate bourgeois 

gender roles.44 These visits were an explicit mechanism of surveillance to monitor and 

encourage the “transformation” of poor women and mothers. By employing a historical 

analysis, feminists challenge surveillance scholars to understand the long-standing moral 

component to surveillance practices, especially as they relate to the ways in which the 

state enforced particular gender ideals (see Chapter 3). 

Today, the welfare surveillance apparatus is structured by a combination of old 

(home visits) and new (databases, risk assessments) practices which have enhanced and 

increased the scope of the ways the state morally regulates motherhood and bourgeois 

gender ideals. The technocratic administrative changes, from home visits by caseworkers 

to technology that regulates at a distance, as Ann Davis claims, has allowed for “an 

                                                      

44
 However, not all social workers at the time agreed with what the purpose of social work should be. In his 

in-depth study of early social workers in Canada, Ken Moffatt suggests “one can see the historical tensions 

between those who viewed social work practice as wilful action to promote social change and those who 

saw it as a mediating profession that helps individuals make social adjustments” (2001:7). These tensions 

continue to impact social workers today, as I will discuss in Chapter 6. 
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enormous expansion of state surveillance power into the lives of private (low-income) 

individuals...ironically by those adhering to laissez-faire ideology” (1997:106).45 At the 

same time, white, male workers are able to resist moralistic surveillance that the less 

deserving poor (poor, racialized, single mothers) face on a daily basis.46  

Feminists have questioned the social, political and economic consequences of 

welfare reforms and have researched and documented how women and children are 

disproportionately impacted by neoliberal reforms (Abell 2001; Brodie 1996; Chunn and 

Gavigan 2004; Davis 1997; Fraser and Bedford 2008; Little 2003; Mirchandani and Chan 

2007; Mosher and Hermer 2005; Porter 2003; Power 2005; Snider 2006). For instance, 

research has shown us that technologies of surveillance adopted during neoliberal welfare 

                                                      

45
 Snider’s research on corporate crime found that while the poor have experienced an increase in 

surveillance, regulation and monitoring, businesses, corporations and other elites have actually seen a 

decline in state measures to curb their immoral and criminal behaviour (2000:172). 
46

 An excellent example of the correlation between deservedness and surveillance whereby the most 

deserving (i.e. white male workers) are in a better position to challenge moral everyday surveillance, can be 

found in the recent response to the government’s proposal to conduct an overview of the EI, including 

random house visits to EI recipients. The public, unions and workers expressed outrage when the federal 

government announced that they would perform random house calls to assess the “integrity” of EI as part 

of their 2013 audit (CBC 2013b; CTV Atlantic News 2013 a, 2013b). Prime Minister Stephen Harper said 

that “hundreds of millions of dollars are…lost through false or fraudulent or inappropriate claims” (Harper 

quoted in the CBC 2013b). The media largely supported the backlash against the EI changes. They reported 

that “house calls” by Service Canada integrity workers (known as the ‘pogey police’) to check up on 

recipients (many of which were men) were “unannounced,” an “attack on personal privacy,” were creating 

a climate of “fear” and made recipients feel like “criminals” (ibid; CTV News Atlantic 2013a, 2013b). In 

Atlantic Canada, the fisheries and other seasonal workers, traditionally masculinized professions, were the 

most outspoken about these invasive and punitive practices (ibid). 300 gathered at a mass rally held in 

Shedic New Brunswick to protest the EI house calls and reforms; protesters and pressure from unions 

forced the government to “pull the plug” on home visits due to the “backlash (CTV Atlantic News 2013b). It 

is unfathomable to imagine the same outcome occurring for single mothers on welfare. This example draws 

attention to the reality that unlike men who qualify for EI who can marshal the support of labour and the 

media against the implementation of new surveillance technologies, OW recipients, typically single 

mothers, are too often left without allies and, within mainstream, are considered undeserving of privacy and 

as suitable targets for moral sanction.   
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reform have been linked to existing discourses of welfare fraud that is often gendered and 

racialized. Julilly Kohler-Hausmann’s (2007) research gives us some insight into how 

race and gender have shaped welfare surveillance. Her research, based in Illinois, reveals 

how welfare became linked to fraud, resulting in racialized welfare recipients (or 

“welfare queens”) being portrayed in the mainstream media by politicians and reporters 

as inherently criminal. Her research also points to how community surveillance 

mechanisms created a climate of suspicion that further perpetuated poor-bashing 

stereotypes that justified intense scrutiny, surveillance and intrusion into poor people’s 

personal lives. Illustrating the detrimental effects of community surveillance, Kolher-

Hausmann found: 

Since neighbors were notoriously ineffective at identifying actual welfare fraud, 

the hotline’s main success seems to have been providing an outlet for 

dissatisfaction about constricting economic opportunities. By helping find 

‘cheaters,’ citizens were able to harness the state’s power to address concerns in 

their personal lives. Their participation, however, further legitimized the state’s 

campaign and added another technique by which poor families were monitored 

(2007: 342, emphasis added).  

 

Welfare fraud hotlines remain an issue for single mothers on social assistance in Ontario 

and act as powerful regulatory surveillance measure; cities such as Toronto promise that 

every call is followed up with an investigation (City of Toronto 2014b) and the single 

mothers interviewed for my study were anxious about being watched and scrutinized by 

their neighbours, ex-partners, and caseworkers. Even within their own homes they did not 

feel that they had the right to their privacy.   

Feminist political economists are also sensitive to how changes in the economy 

affect women and their unpaid labour in the home, and the role this shift plays in the 
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reproduction of labour, labour power and capital accumulation (Armstrong and 

Connelley 1999; Bezanson and Luxton 2006; Cossman and Fudge 2002; McKeen 2004; 

Mutari, Fraher and Boushey 1997). This body of research has documented the 

correlations between the deflation of women’s social reproduction in the home and the 

streamlining of women into precarious, low-paying employment via welfare mandated 

workfare policies (Breikreuz 2005; Davis 1997; Fitzgerald 2004; McMullin, Davis and 

Cassidy 2002; Mirichandani and Chan 2007; Torjman 1996), the increase in the 

feminization of poverty in Canada due to more stringent eligibility criteria in OW (Baker 

1997; Cossman and Fudge 2002; Mosher, Evans, Little, Morrow, Boulding and 

VanderPlats 2004), and the substantial de-skilling and deprofessionalization of social 

work, a traditionally feminized profession (Baines 2004, 2006, 2008; Boushey 1997; 

Coulture 2009; Hennessy and Sawchuk 2003; Little 2006, 2001,1998; Maki 2011; White 

2006). These wide changes to women’s labour have been felt even more by racialized 

and Aboriginal women who are perpetually flagged by the welfare surveillance 

apparatus, denied and/or provided with provisional assistance and forced into precarious, 

underground, non-unionized, often unsafe and temporary work (Galabuzi 2006, 2010; 

Mirichandani and Chan 2007).  

 A feminist political economy lens matters because single mothers make up the 

majority of sole-support parents on Ontario Works and until the early 2000s represented 

the majority of those on social assistance in Ontario. However, “women” and “women’s 
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work” (social reproduction, care work, provisioning)47 are increasingly absent in welfare 

policies – instead, neoliberal “gender neutral” language such as “worker,” “client,” 

“independence” and “self-sufficiency,” dominate current policy. The “Great Recession of 

2008” impacted economies around the world, including Canada, resulting in a notable 

shift in welfare and EI caseloads as male-dominated manufacturing jobs took a major hit 

(Mackenzie 2010). In 2000, 92,000 welfare recipients were singles (often male) without 

dependents, yet the majority (95,000 recipients) remained “lone parents” (Stapleton and 

Bednar 2011). Women continue to represent the majority of single parents on assistance; 

in 2003, 59 percent of welfare recipients were lone parents and 94 percent of them 

women (Mosher and Hermer 2005: 22). As of September 2014, single mothers still 

represented 94 percent of lone-parent caseloads (email correspondence with OW statistics 

and analysis unit December 2014). Nationally, women make up 80 percent of single 

parents (Caragata 2014) and single mothers have been identified as being at a high risk 

for poverty according to the Ontario “Poverty Reduction Strategy” (Lankin and Sheikh 

2012: 98).48   

Social policy analysts John Stapleton and Vass Bednar have investigated the 

impacts of the 2008 recession on social assistance rates and found that due to time limits 

and claw backs of EI single (male) adults have “become the new face of social 

                                                      

47
 Neysmith, Reitsma-Street, Collins and Porter define “provisioning” as “the work of securing resources 

and providing the necessities of life to those for whom one has relationships of responsibility. This 

definition speaks to a range of specific activities that are never finished, must be performed regularly, and 

require energy and attention…includes paid employment and unpaid household and caring work. It takes 

place in three spheres of market, household, and community, and shifts between them” (2013: 602).  
48

 Immigrants, women, single mothers, people with disabilities, Aboriginal peoples and racialized groups 

have a higher risk of poverty than the general population (SAR 2012: 98).  
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assistance,” which is “most noticeable in the provinces where EI coverage is the least 

comprehensive” (2011:1). They note that in Ontario in early 2000s, 92,000 social 

assistance cases were singles with no dependents and 95,000 were lone parents (ibid: 2). 

By February 2011, singles with no dependents cases increased by 65 percent (151,400) 

while lone parent cases decreased by 20 percent (76,000) (ibid). Stapleton and Bednar 

further claim that in addition to the recession and the decrease in EI coverage for 

workers, the increase of singles is also a result of less access to alternative resources and 

the “family bias” that is built into the social assistance (ibid).49 In other words, they argue 

that families (those with dependents, i.e. children) are granted more privileges and 

resources than single OW applicants: 

Lone parents, the majority of them women, have become a success story, with 

fewer now relying on social assistance than at any time in the past three decades. 

Single mothers are obtaining better education, finding work, gaining better access 

to child support, and receiving new child benefits. Over the longer term, many are 

moving out of poverty as a result. This phenomenon is happening across Canada 

regardless of differences in local economies (ibid:1). 

 

While I can appreciate Stapleton and Bednar’s celebration of lone mothers’ 

successes, their claims ignore other crucial factors, specifically the cuts, surveillance and 

regulation that single mothers have endured under the OWA 1997 that have obstructed 

single mothers’ access to social assistance (Breitkreuz 2005; Caragata 2014; Little 1998; 

Mirichandani and Chan 2007; Mosher and Hermer 2005; Maki 2011; Mosher et al 2004) 

                                                      

49
 I encountered this perspective in many of my interviews with OW frontline caseworkers. They stressed 

that single men make up the majority of welfare caseloads today and questioned why I was researching 

single mothers on OW. Their comments are “gender blind” because they were unable to account for the 

systemic ways that marginalized women may experience exclusion, discrimination and oppression in a 

patriarchal society.  
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and the ways in which the state institutions reproduce gendered and racialized systems 

(hierarchy) of morality and therefore deservedness (Little 1998). As such, Stapleton and 

Bednar neglect to unpack these so-called “successes” from a critical gender and race 

analysis that considers the impacts of tougher eligibility criteria, cuts to vital emergency 

benefits, gendered violence, moral and sexual regulation (especially for racialized and 

Aboriginal mothers), and workfare that supports precarious non-unionized work and a 

constant supply of cheap, flexible labour for corporations. For instance, tougher 

eligibility criteria at the OW application stage has made it more difficult for women to 

leave abusive situations because one cannot receive the full OW benefits while living in a 

shelter (the shelter benefits that comprise the majority of OW benefits are withheld). 

Calling a decrease in single mothers on Ontario Works a “success story” is highly 

misleading. 

Given that single mothers on assistance are the fastest growing population in 

Canada (Caragata and Liegghio 2013), and that “lone parents” (over 94 percent are 

women) represent 40 percent of OW’s total caseload,50 feminist scholars have questioned 

the validity of so called gender “neutral” OW welfare policies that contradictorily force 

mothers to adhere to workfare demands without affordable and subsidized childcare in 

place (Bannerji 2000; Breitkreuz 2005; Caragata and Liegghio 2013; Little 2011). Safe, 

affordable and flexible childcare is glaringly absent from welfare policies and it continues 

to be a significant barrier preventing single mothers on assistance from meeting workfare 

requirements and eventually entering full-time employment (Bezanson and Luxton 2006; 

                                                      

50
 See OW’s monthly statistics February 2014.  
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Breitkreuz 2005; Caragata 2003, 2008, 2014; Evans and Wekerle 1995; Evans 2007; 

Little 1998, 2011).51  

Furthermore, Little (2011) questions how women are being “written out” of 

public policy and how this impacts their ability to make claims to the state as mothers: 

“For the first time in the history of welfare in Canada, poor single mothers are now 

considered paid workers, in some instances completely interchangeable with single 

childless adults. This development is what some feminist scholars call the gender blind 

nature of neoliberal policy” (202). Rhonda Breitkreuz (2005) also critiques gender-

neutral workfare policies because social reproduction and parenting are unacknowledged 

(or made invisible), which undermines single mothers’ attempts to enter the paid labour 

force without adequate subsides for childcare (153).52 As Shelley Gavigan and Dorothy 

Chunn’s research has found, while all individuals are constituted as neoliberal “workers” 

regardless of childcare duties or gender, “the individual responsibility for domestic labour 

becomes less visible and less articulated. Women’s unpaid labour is increasing” 

(2007:767). Consequently, the prevalence of neoliberal discourses of self-sufficiency and 

independence has “redefine[d] most single mothers as workers,” discounting and 

undervaluing the unpaid care work they perform within the home (Mosher and Hermer 

                                                      

51
 Other supports that are affected by full time work include the suspension of drug cards after three 

months, and, with an increased income, OW can adjust the rent-geared-to-income rate, forcing recipients to 

pay more for housing. These two outcomes dramatically alter recipients’ capacity to save their money and 

avoid assistance.  
52

 Furthermore, Breitkreuz (2005) challenges the concept “equality as sameness” used in welfare policies, 

which refers to treating people equally, regardless of circumstance.   
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2005:22).53 Figure 1 illustrates the intersecting ways that single mothers on OW 

negatively experience gender “neutral” welfare policies. Figure 1 also shows us that 

gender-neutral welfare polices neglect the intersecting factors that materially impact 

women in a capitalist patriarchal society.  

In essence, neoliberal “gender neutral” policies may further disadvantage women 

by neglecting to take into account many factors: gendered violence against women; the 

social reproduction and care work that they do within and outside of the home; state and 

non-state regulation of their sexuality and reproductive rights; and finally the intrusive 

surveillance and regulation of single mothers by a host of social services that is justified 

because they are a) lone parents, and b) because they are women. When surveillance 

scholars fail to take into account these gendered distinctions they inadvertently reify 

neoliberal “gender neutral” policies in ways that profoundly distort the lived experiences 

of women on welfare. 

                                                      

53
 U.S feminist scholars have documented similar trends, noting how welfare reforms such as the 

Temporary Assistance to Needy Families [TANF] implemented in 1997 “erases the care giving work of 

single mothers who need welfare” (Mink 1999: 3). 
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Figure 1 Single mothers experiences of “gender neutral” welfare policies 

 

Surveillance & Moral Regulation   

• caseworkers demand personal and 
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sexuality, children and family histories 

•enforced paternity tests, and locating 
absent fathers to pay child support  

•discrimination (racism, sexism, 
heterosexism, ageism), silencing and 
oppression from their caseworkers 

•scrutiny and judgement from child 
welfare authorities (CAS) 

•welfare fraud hotline reports 
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Women  

•some women are 
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2.4 Anti-Racist Feminism and Intersectionality: Theorizing Gender, Race and Class 

 

While feminist political economists offer an important challenge to existing 

surveillance scholarship by emphasizing the particular, often moral, forms of 

discrimination and scrutiny that target women within a neoliberal welfare regime,  anti-

racist and intersectionality scholars note how racialized women and Aboriginal women 

are systematically marginalized and experience higher levels of poverty (Galabuzi 2006; 

2010;Wallis and Kwok 2008) as well as more regulation and surveillance than their white 

counterparts (Little 2011; Mirichandani and Chan 2007; O’Connell 2010). They also 

offer a challenge to some feminist scholars who continue to employ only a gendered lens.  

The principles of intersectionality studies demand that we can no longer look at 

inequalities of class, gender, race, dis(ability), sexuality in isolation – while the neoliberal 

welfare state attempts to render such distinctions invisible it concomitantly discriminates 

based on these very divisions in ways that have far reaching effects for those on welfare. 

Many welfare studies in the global North continue to ignore, or inadequately 

address, the ways that race and racial policies have shaped and continue to shape welfare 

reforms, including immigration regulations, state policies related to Indigenous 

populations (such as the Canadian Indian Act), labour market exclusion, and biopolitical 

measures designed to control Aboriginal and racialized women’s bodies and reproductive 

rights (Bannerji 2000; Mirichandani and Chan 2007; Neubeck and Cazenave 2002;  

O’Connell 2010, 2013; Schram, Soss and Fording 2003; Thobani 2007). Anti-racist 
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literatures reveal that racialized subjects of the neoliberal state are positioned as “other,” 

a process that marginalizes, excludes and discriminates against racialized welfare 

recipients (Bannerji 2000; Collins 1998; Lawrence 2004; Mirchandani and Chan 2007; 

O’Connell 2010, 2013; Razack, Smith and Thobani 2010; Roberts 1999). My study 

incorporates this critical race analysis and found that racialized single mothers experience 

different treatment due to their “othered” status which may take the form of labour 

market and welfare office racial discrimination, additional eligibility requirements, 

language and cultural barriers and biopolitical surveillance and regulation of their 

reproductive rights.  

Feminist anti-racism, critical race feminism and intersectionality
54

 are multi-

faceted theories that aim to reveal and unpack the connections of gender, class, age, 

ability, ethnicity and sexuality while situating race as central to the analysis (Collins 

1990; Dua 1999; Rezai-Rashti 2001).
55

 Anti-racist and critical race feminism is premised 

on the claim that “any study of gender should be done in connection with a greater 

understanding of the articulation and intersectionality of race, ethnicity, and social class” 

(Rezai-Rashti 2001:8). Sherene Razack, Malinda Smith and Sunera Thobani (2010) 

                                                      

54
 Carbin and Edenheim (2013) warn against using an intersectional analysis that is “all encompassing” or 

using it as a “catch all phrase”; this is certainly not my intent in using it to study welfare surveillance. Nor 

do I want to reproduce “traditional, and unproblematized, humanist ideals of pluralism and emancipation – 

ideas perhaps more appropriately attributed to classic liberalism” (237). Instead, I use intersectionality to 

articulate how individual experiences of oppression may be tied to several systems of oppression 

simultaneously (patriarchy, capitalism, white supremacy) and that, depending on one’s social location, may 

be experienced in different and complex ways. Not all welfare mothers have the same experiences of the 

welfare surveillance gaze, nor do they negotiate, resist or reify neoliberalism in the same ways.  
55

 This feminist stream was developed in the 1980s and 1990s when women of colour and third world 

women challenged mainstream feminism’s universalization of the category of “woman,” claiming it 

omitted the experiences of women of colour (as well as disability and class) and was Eurocentric because it 

only reflected Western white middle-class heterosexual women’s experiences of gender oppression (Rezai-

Rashti 2001:4). 
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situate critical race feminism in Canada as a “constellation of theoretical standpoints,” 

and furthermore, “within this constellation, race, like gender, is understood as a social 

construction that ‘orders and constrains,’ as well as interlocks with other vectors of power 

and oppression” (9). For these reasons, my research has included racialized single 

mother’s perspectives on the current welfare practices in Ontario.  

I look to Maria Wallis and Siu-ming Kwok’s (2008) definition of structural racial 

discrimination and systemic racism, which points to the ways that “exclusion and 

privilege in Canada is institutionalized and systemically structured along race, gender, 

and class. The intersection of these three structural, exclusionary social processes – race, 

gender, class – is an important aspect of poverty in Canada” (17). Drawing attention to 

the ways in which policy and practice marginalizes, regulates, surveils and discriminates 

against impoverished non-whites is an important aspect of my study of welfare 

surveillance. Borrowing from Wallis and Kwok, I define systemic racism as “the way 

institutional policies and society’s assumptions work, without explicit racial intent, to 

exclude racialized groups…. The official denial of its existence further absolves 

individuals’ and society’s accountability and responsibility to address this grave injustice 

experienced by Canadian citizens” (ibid: 17). Taking this critical stance further, I 

integrate Razack, Smith and Thobani’s (2010) important critiques of settler colonialism 

and situating my research within the colonial context of Canada’s relations to Aboriginal 

peoples. Bearing in mind the structural racism and colonial influences on Canadian social 

policies such as social assistance, I argue that welfare surveillance is a system of 

“othering” that situates poor, racialized and Indigenous single mothers as non-deserving 
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and therefore must undergo constant scrutiny, investigations and surveillance measures as 

a condition of their receipt of social assistance.  

Kiran Mirichandani and Wendy Chan’s (2007) publication Criminalizing Race, 

Criminalizing Poverty: Welfare Fraud Enforcement in Canada is an important study that 

has addressed “race blind” studies of welfare and poverty in Canada. Their research has 

been pivotal in documenting the gendered and racialized experiences of welfare reforms 

in Ontario and British Columbia. Their study employs discourse analysis to examine 

primary government documents and the plethora of media surrounding welfare reforms 

and fraud, as well as findings from their qualitative, in-depth interviews with social 

assistance recipients of colour (9). They develop the concept “gendered racialization” to 

articulate poor, racialized women’s unique experiences of welfare in Ontario and British 

Columbia. Their study found that the racialized poor experience welfare racism in four 

distinct ways. First, there is inadequate financial support and eligibility criteria may be 

exclusionary.56 Second, new immigrants are not always informed by their caseworkers 

that they have access to translators to help with the application process, often leaving 

them frustrated and confused about how to navigate OW (73).  Third, the recipients 

interviewed reported negative interactions with caseworkers including overt and subtle 

                                                      

56
 It is difficult for recent immigrants and refugees to get access to documents required by OW because they 

are costly, hard to find and may be difficult to interpret (Mirichandani and Chan 2007).  Such exclusionary 

processes in welfare reflect U.S. scholars Limbert and Bullock’s (2005) claim that welfare racism 

maintains white hegemony by “discouraging immigration (e.g. restricting immigrants’ eligibility for public 

assistance) and procreation (e.g. denying additional benefits to recipients who have children while on 

welfare)” (265–266). Moreover, new technological requirements in OW alongside more paperwork and 

more reviews are difficult to navigate when neither English nor French is a recipient’s first language and 

when there are bureaucratic and technological barriers in place to disentitle access to welfare (Mirichandani 

and Chan 2007).   
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forms of racism. Fourth, they note the structural barriers to employment as recent 

immigrants (particularly racialized immigrants) face labour market discrimination (11). 

Adding another dimension to anti-racist critiques of the welfare state, Canadian 

anti-racist scholar Sunera Thobani’s (2007) research utilizes the conceptual framework of 

“welfare racism”57 to analyze Canadian nation building and “race making.” Thobani 

situates the backlash against Canadian immigrants and multiculturalism with the rollback 

of welfare policies and nation building during the 1990s when the PC Harris government 

was in power in Ontario (180). That backlash was premised on the assumption that 

Canada was largely a “homogeneous” nation with its own culture and traditions. 

However, once the new Immigration “points system” was introduced, leading to 

increased non-white immigration to Canada, a national “identity crisis” erupted. The so-

called identity crisis generated tensions between “Canadians” and immigrants while 

multiculturalism was disparaged as a threat to Canadian’s national identity (181). At the 

same time, the white “identity crisis” trickled into employment and social services – 

whites attacked affirmative action policies that were in place to address labour market 

discrimination as producing “reverse racism” (ibid).58 As mentioned above, in referencing 

                                                      

57
 U.S. anti-racist scholars Neubeck and Cazenave (2002) use the concept “welfare racism” to explain that 

“white racial hegemony” is not overt and not a problem of the few, but rather is maintained through culture, 

ideology and institutions like the state and media. In other words: “The state - operating within the context 

of this racialized social system - has more often than not functioned historically as the political arm of 

white racial hegemony” (ibid: 23).  
58

 “Reverse racism” is the claim that the dominant race in a society can experience discrimination by 

(usually state) efforts/policies to ensure equity in hiring, etc. In this case, white workers said that they were 

being discriminated against in response to employment programs (such as affirmative action) to advance 

racialized individuals by including more diversity in the workplace, more equitable opportunities for 

advancement and promotion etc. Considering that we live in a white-dominated society, and that racism 

against non-whites inform many of our social structures (law, education, social welfare, criminal justice 

system etc.), many, myself included, contest reverse racism as white Canadians experience far more 
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the works of Wallis and Kwok (2008), Razack et al (2010), and Mirichandani and Chan 

(2007), this dissertation understands racism as the systemic subordination of racialized 

subjects, thus making the notion of “reverse racism” meaningless. Racist poor-bashing in 

the mainstream media was presented as a source of shame and stigmatization by several 

of the single mothers interviewed for this study.  

 Racist allegations of welfare and social services abuse and fraud were widespread 

during this period of neoliberal welfare restructuring; often, racialized immigrants were 

blamed for cutbacks to social services (Thobani 2007: 196).59 According to critics, this 

backlash targeting immigrants and people of colour neglected to mention the race-based 

exclusion that is built into the social assistance system (Colour of Poverty - Colour of 

Change (COP-COC) 2011; Mirichandani and Chan 2007; Thobani 2007). Indeed, 

scholars and community-based networks like COP-COC (2011) have found several areas 

of Ontario Works policy related to sponsored families that perpetuates race-based 

exclusion: prohibiting sponsored families from accessing any form of social assistance; 

requiring that all finances/resources be exhausted before they are considered eligible to 

apply for assistance; and lastly, considering any assistance collected by sponsored 

families as debt that the sponsor must repay.  

                                                                                                                                                              

privilege, access and upward mobility even when paltry state efforts of accommodation and gestures 

towards equity are taken into account.  
59

 In Sunera Thobani’s (2007) pivotal work, Exalted Subjects: Studies in the Making of Race and Nation in 

Canada, she uncovers how race making (or the social construction of race) is normalized within state 

policies, “[t]he point was that the state legitimized and normalized unequal rights and entitlements for all 

immigrants, so that it appeared completely normal and natural that ‘they’ should not have the same rights 

as ‘us’” (212).  
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A closer examination of OW Directive 3.3 illustrates the exclusionary practices of 

OWs’ eligibility criteria requirements for sponsored immigrants thus shattering 

mainstream media’s stereotypes about immigrant communities’ abuse of welfare. Indeed, 

sponsorship regulations prohibit sponsored families from accessing social assistance – it 

is “expected” that a sponsor will provide all of the “essential needs” and therefore there is 

no “need to apply for social assistance or any other government benefit during the 

sponsorship period” (OW DIR 3.3:1). However, relationships break down and this rule 

may put sponsored immigrants in vulnerable situations if they need to end their 

sponsorship due to abuse and/or the sponsor’s inability to adequately provide for them. 

Complicating this matter further, sponsored families or individuals must “exhaust” all 

other “financial resources” from their sponsor and the Immigration and Refugee 

Protection Act [IPRA] before they are even considered “eligible to apply” for social 

assistance (ibid). Finally, Directive 3.3 stipulates: “Under IRPA, all social assistance 

received by a family-class-sponsored immigrant is considered a federal and provincial 

debt of the sponsor” (ibid: 6), meaning that sponsors who “default” their sponsorship 

obligations must contact OW to find out the amount of social assistance that they “are 

required to repay” (ibid). The COP-COC has criticized this policy as unjust (2011).60  

In addition to these systemic barriers, scholars and activists have also cautioned that 

welfare caseworkers may behave in racist ways (overt and covert) that may further 

                                                      

60
 According to OW DIR 3.3 (8) sponsorship debt recovery may be deferred in cases where: the sponsored 

person is temporarily or permanently waived from the requirement to pursue support from their sponsor; 

the sponsor is incapacitated; the sponsor has undergone bankruptcy and the entire sponsorship debt was 

covered by the bankruptcy discharge; the sponsor has documented extraordinary circumstances; an open 

eligibility investigation has commenced for the sponsored person; or CIC [Citizenship and Immigration 

Canada] confirms that an undertaking is under review.   
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marginalize and disentitle racialized applicants (Thobani 2007: 188; Mirchandani and 

Chan 2007; COP-COC 2011). While it is difficult to “prove” individual racist acts, 

research interviews, focus groups and information gathering among scholars and 

grassroots community organizations has found that many racialized immigrants 

experience both systemic and individual forms of racism within the welfare system (ibid). 

While my current study did not include racialized immigrants, these studies still informed 

my research and shaped my understanding of welfare surveillance as a form of systemic 

racism. Moreover, welfare backlash against immigrant communities and racialized 

communities in general, is still an issue which I found in both my discursive analysis of 

media and the qualitative in-depth interviews I conducted with anti-poverty activists and 

single mothers on assistance. As such, anti-racist theory and feminist political economy 

grounds my study and my analysis of contemporary welfare practices and the “othering” 

effects of welfare surveillance in ways that most surveillance scholars have failed to 

address.  

In addition to Canadian immigration policies that categorize, divide and racialize 

certain populations (consequently deciding who is deserving and non-deserving and who 

is included and excluded), Canada has a violent history of colonialism, which is often 

denied, minimized and/or ignored both in public discourse and within some academic 

research on poverty. Anti-racist scholars claim that some scholars are “race blind” 

(Neubeck and Cazenave 2002) and neglect the history and systemic impacts of race-

making, racialization or colonialism in their research and instead focus on the 

significance of class. Anne O’Connell’s (2010, 2013) research is one of the few historical 
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genealogies of how racism, systemic exclusion and marginalization are directly related to 

the development of poverty policy in Canada during colonial nation building. 61 She 

claims that British New Poor Laws of 1834 were “organized by and through racial 

ideologies, early liberalism and its use of population science” (2010).62 O’Connell points 

to the significant yet under-scrutinized parallels between white supremacy, colonization 

and early poor laws. 

The intersections and complexities of gender and race and Indigeneity in early 

settler-colonial policies are important to forefront in relation to contemporary welfare 

policies. For instance, Julia Emberley (2001) argues that “[t]hese early policies are 

significant because of the way they helped define an intense arena on which to exercise 

and deploy the biopolitical relations of sex, race and the aboriginal woman’s body” (62; 

also see Lawrence 2008). Enhancing these insights, I look to Michel Foucault’s concept 

of biopower, which can be applied to the study of welfare surveillance, specifically in 

how single mothers, particularly racialized and Aboriginal mothers, are subjected to 

interventions from the state regarding their sexuality and reproductive rights. Michel 

Foucault refers to the birth of biopower as: 

The disciplines of the body and the regulations of the population constituted the 

two poles around which the organization of power over life was deployed. The 

setting up, in the course of the classical age, of this great biopolitical technology – 

anatomic and biological, individualizing and specifying, directed toward the 

                                                      

61
 O’Connell suggests the emancipatory potentials of addressing histories of racism and colonialism, 

“[a]ddressing this historical absence we can de-naturalize categories of race and see instead how race 

appears and disappears in various political movements” (2010:1). 
62

 Article available online open access. No page numbers provided 

http://www1.uwindsor.ca/criticalsocialwork/a-genealogy-of-poverty-race-and-the-technology-of-

population  

http://www1.uwindsor.ca/criticalsocialwork/a-genealogy-of-poverty-race-and-the-technology-of-population
http://www1.uwindsor.ca/criticalsocialwork/a-genealogy-of-poverty-race-and-the-technology-of-population
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performances of the body, with the attention to the processes of life – characterized 

a power whose highest function was perhaps no longer to kill, but to invest in life 

through and through (1990: 139).  

 

 

As such, biopower is the state’s expression of the control over the biological, the “power 

over life” and, therefore, the management of life itself (ibid). The settler-colonial state of 

Canada therefore empowers itself as the main authority in improving the wellbeing and 

health of the population, which is made possible directly through public health campaigns 

and indirectly with hidden techniques such as stigmatization and lack of reproductive 

supports to have children  (Foucault 2007:105). This includes managing biological 

reproduction and disciplining “other” bodies and sexuality(ies).  

Surveillance techniques are a key mechanism for the state to intervene on the 

“health” and “wellbeing” of various populations. Gathering information and statistics on 

population growth is one tool the state employs to determine various policies. Yet 

biopolitical intervention is experienced unevenly by poor single mothers; racialized 

single mothers disproportionately find themselves scrutinized for their reproductive 

choices and Aboriginal single mothers worry that the Children’s Aid Society may remove 

their children at any time, whereas white women face less interventions and/or 

discouragements from having children. I found several examples of biopolitical 

regulation in my interviews. In one instance, Danielle a 23 year old white woman 

requested to have an a tubal ligation operation because she did not want to have any more 

children and she was denied by her physician because she was under 25.
63

 On the other 

                                                      

63
 Danielle (PSM9-12).  
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hand Janice, a 19 year old Black mother was discouraged from going to term with her 

second child by her OW caseworker; her caseworker questioned her ability to have 

another child because she depended on social assistance.
64

 Here two separate authorities’ 

doctors and welfare caseworkers display varying degrees of biopolitical regulation, yet 

the intent is clear; some women are perceived as deserving of motherhood, while others 

are judged, discouraged and cast as “other” experiencing direct and indirect biopolitical 

state interventions upon their reproductive rights.  

Linking early colonial eugenics policies to contemporary reproductive rights, 

critical anti-racist scholars are increasingly critiquing the Canadian child welfare system 

(known as the Children’s Aid Society in Ontario) as “the new agent of assimilation and 

colonization” (Alston-O’Connor 2010: np; Baines and Freeman 2011; Lawrence 2008; 

Carter 2008; Emberley 2001; Fournier and Crey 1997; Jaimes-Guerrero 2003; 

Landertinger 2011; Lawrence 2004; Smith 1999; Trocmé et al. 2004). These critics have 

argued that since 1912, the CAS has fostered and perpetuated racist and sexist stereotypes 

about Aboriginal mothers to support (and justify) the removal of Aboriginal children 

from their homes and enforce a policy of assimilation. “The actions of child welfare 

workers destabilized traditional First Nations culture, quickly stereotyping Aboriginal 

women as unfit mothers and living off the land as uncivilized.…The acceptable home 

criteria reflected a nuclear, middle class lifestyle” (Alston-O’Connor 2010: np; also see 

Razack et al. 2010), thereby “undermining Indigenous mothers’ status as competent 

mothers” (Baines and Freeman 2011: 69; Krull 2011). Such racist stereotypes have deep 
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roots in Canadian heteropatriarchal colonial history and continue to impact Aboriginal 

women today and were reflected among the Aboriginal single mothers I interviewed. As 

Sarah Carter (2008) notes, early colonizers constructed “negative images of Aboriginal 

women” that “became entrenched. They were cast as the complete opposite of the 

idealized white woman, as agents of the destruction of the moral health of the new non-

Aboriginal community” (152).  

Biopower is expressed by policies and discourses enacted by state institutions like 

welfare. Some scholars argue that biopolitical policies represent a new form of eugenics 

(Emberley 2001; Gregory 2010; Limbert and Bullock 2005; Neubeck and Cazenave 

2002). Illustrating this point, Bannerji (2000) argues, “the Canadian state’s overwhelming 

sense of guardianship over women’s bodies amounts to a demand for white women to 

reproduce more and for non-white women to reproduce less” (69, emphasis added). 

Supplementing these claims, some anti-racist scholars make the argument that racist 

welfare reforms are biopolitical because these technologies facilitate population control 

of racialized populations, specifically Black women (Limbert and Bullock 2005; 

Neubeck and Cazenave 2002; Roberts 1999, 2009) and Aboriginal women (Emberley 

2001). For instance, low-income women’s reproductive rights are heavily monitored in 

the U.S. where policies have been designed to control how many children mothers on 

welfare can have and when they can have them. In some states, if a woman gets pregnant 

while receiving welfare, she can be cut off; even worse, Washington issues financial 

incentives to states to reduce out-of-wedlock births in communities with large Black 
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populations (Gregory 2010; Neubeck and Cazenave 2002:39; Roberts 1999, 2009).65 

Moreover, poor, racialized (specifically Black) mothers’ “choice” to have children has 

become problematized by medical and social work experts as “pathological,” adding to 

the stereotype that poor, racialized women are incapable of being good mothers and 

should therefore be prevented from biological reproduction. As Dorothy Roberts (1999) 

explains: 

Child exclusion laws are explicitly designed to keep mothers on welfare from 

having more children. They are based on the erroneous assumption that the 

promise of a meager increase in benefits encourages women on welfare to have 

additional children…More troubling, they enforce the view that childbearing by 

poor women is pathological and should be deterred through social policy (153, 

emphasis added).  

 

The deterrence of racialized women from bearing children within state policies is not 

only biopolitical but also an example of systemic racism and white supremacy within 

public services.  

2.5 Conclusion  

 

Single mothers on welfare in the twenty-first century have to navigate a neoliberal 

surveillance culture that attempts to morally-regulate their class-status, gender and race 

under an array of intensive new technologies for the purpose of either excluding them 

from state relief and/or transforming them into good “market citizens” and “clients.” My 

research seeks to enhance surveillance studies by integrating an intersectional analysis 
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 Financial incentives to reduce “illegitimate births” were supported by Bill Clinton under the Personal 

Responsibility Act of 1995 (Neubeck and Cazenave 2002).  
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that encompasses gender, race, Indigeneity and class experiences of welfare surveillance.  

My major contention is that not all are surveilled equally under the watchful gaze of 

Ontario Works. Rather than focusing narrowly on neoliberal surveillance as a purely 

technological transformation, feminist political economists, anti-racist and intersectional 

theorists offer important rejoinders to the surveillance studies literatures. Gendered moral 

regulation, biopower, race-based exclusions and the ongoing legacy of colonialism are all 

woven into the fabric of Ontario’s neoliberal welfare state, in spite of the gender and 

race-neutral language of its promoters. While the neoliberal welfare state is leery of a 

humanitarian liberalism that seeks to “socially engineer” equality, this chapter, through a 

review of surveillance, feminist political economy and anti-racist literature, indicts the 

ruling powers of “socially engineering” and reinforcing existing inequalities based on 

class, gender and race.  
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Chapter 3 An Intersectional Genealogy of Poverty Regulation in 

Ontario, 1791-1995 

3.1 Introduction  

 

In many ways, the neoliberal welfare state is a misnomer – the uneven and 

nonlinear trajectory of the Canadian welfare state, from colonial settlement to the 1980s, 

contains much of the ideological debates, economic considerations, institutions, policies 

and preoccupation with surveillance that would come to define the “new” welfare regime. 

To appreciate that the contemporary conditions experienced by welfare recipients and 

caseworkers alike did not appear out of thin air, it is essential to position the welfare 

changes post-1995, that comprise the bulk of this study, in their historical context.  

While surveillance studies has gained popularity amongst social scientists over 

the past two decades (Lyon 1994), the practice and ideological justification for the state’s 

surveillance of the poor is not a new phenomenon (Kohler-Hausmann 2007). The 

surveillance of the poor and economically marginalized is always shifting and has 

depended upon particular historical, socio-political, cultural and economic factors.   

Drawing upon an intersectional analysis, this chapter will demonstrate how 

poverty policies, from the earliest charities and Houses of Industry, to the Keynesian 

welfare era to its neoliberal dismantlement have “othered,” excluded and marginalized 

individuals based on their race, gender, Indigeneity, politics, ability (mental and 

physical), religion and class. The liberal preoccupation with individual and market 

freedoms, have, save for the creation of the Keynesian welfare state and its desire for 
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political, economic and social stability following the Great Depression, outweighed 

commitments to social equality. Far too often contemporary scholars of welfare and 

poverty have neglected Canada’s history of heteropatriarchal colonialism and racism that 

excluded certain individuals from accessing relief, benefits and welfare and that laid the 

groundwork for neoliberal social policy (Dua 1999; Little 2006; Mirichandani and Chan 

2007; Neubeck, Collins and Porter 2002; O’Connell 2013).  

This chapter explores the geological history of welfare surveillance practices in 

Ontario. As a nineteenth-century colonial project, political leaders in Upper 

Canada/Ontario, were guided by laissez-faire liberalism which gave preeminence to the 

free market, upholding the work ethic and creating a “white” nation. Public welfare 

institutions and policies were developed not out of benevolence but to discourage 

dependency on charity and to weed out the undeserving from the deserving. Racialized 

immigrants and Indigenous populations were “earmarked for other forms of 

(un)settlement” (O’Connell 2013: 3) and were either excluded from state relief or subject 

to special measures of assimilation. Race and poverty cannot be viewed as separate issues 

within early poverty policy; they intertwined creating powerful discourses about nation 

building and belonging, and ultimately legitimizing the expanding colonial empire.  

By the early twentieth-century and the creation of the Ontario Mothers’ 

Allowance, the state was developing modern relief measures designed to reinforce the 

white nation and heteropatriarchal social relations. Facing the profound economic and 

social crisis of the Great Depression, welfare policy was introduced that gave precedence 

to social equality and pushed the province in the direction of universal, needs-based 
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entitlements. Yet gendered and racialized disentitlements remained and, even within the 

Keynesian state, concerns over welfare dependency and deservedness lingered. 

Finally, beginning in the 1970s, Ontario became disenchanted with its Keynesian 

compromises. The recession of the 1990s re-ignited debates among politicians about the 

role of welfare. New technologies and policies were introduced to weed out supposed 

welfare fraud and people of colour, racialized immigrants and women faced the brunt of 

the accusations. They were also the first to feel the sting of welfare cuts. In the context of 

this poor-bashing, the NDP introduced some of the earliest technological surveillance 

mechanisms and policies specifically aimed at single mothers and racialized recipients, 

paving the way for the neoliberal overhaul of welfare under the Conservative Mike Harris 

regime. 

3.2 Laissez-Faire Liberalism and the Nineteenth-Century Colonial Welfare State  

 

The colonial project of Upper Canada/Ontario was guided by laissez-faire 

liberalism, a precursor to neoliberalism. Dedicated to the free market, anxious about state 

dependency, committed to instilling a work ethic and evangelical in the drive to create a 

classed, “white” and heteropatriarchal Canada, laissez-faire liberal adherents developed 

institutions and policies to morally reform and/or exclude the poor from full participation 

in colonial life.   

Welfare (social assistance, income assistance, income support, relief, etc.) has 

historically been utilized by the state, charities and non-governmental social services to 

regulate the poor, unemployed and disabled in order to maintain a cheap pool of labour 
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and to dampen social unrest. Welfare thereby functions not out of benevolence alone but 

as a form of social control (Piven and Cloward 1971).
66

 Long before the neoliberal era, 

the prevalent stereotype that the poor lacked the capability to make “good” choices, were 

“lazy,” “lacked morals” and a good work ethic (and therefore must be monitored, 

surveilled, and regulated) was codified with the institution of the 1834 British Poor Laws 

(Little 1998; Piven and Cloward 1971). Anti-poverty social movement scholars Francis 

Fox Piven and Richard Cloward (1971) note that the British state exploited the poor to 

maintain a cheap pool of labour via the British Poor Laws and the “principle of less 

eligibility,” which ensured that any and all forms of assistance or relief must remain 

below that of the lowest paid work. The principle of less eligibility was believed to act as 

a mechanism to reduce “dependency” and ensure that the poor “choose” the most 

exploitable jobs over relief. The Poor Laws “terrorized the impoverished masses” by 

calling for the creation of workhouses with such dehumanizing living and working 

conditions that the poor would be compelled into even more degrading, dangerous and 

unsafe private employment (ibid: 34).  

In the years leading to Confederation (1791–1867), Upper Canada (Ontario) was 

part of the British colony known as the Province of Canada. Following the displacement 

and genocide of Indigenous peoples, settlers began working the land governed under 

British Law. Upper Canada’s Constitution Act of 1791 attempted to ban the British 

Elizabethan poor laws in Upper Canada over concerns that relief would discourage the 
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 I would add that welfare polices also function to entrench unequal gender, race, class, ability and 

sexuality relations to support dominant hegemonic ideals that sustain capitalism.  
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development of independence and a strong work ethic, both of which were seen as a 

necessity for colonizers to continue expansion (O’Connell 2013). Settlers consisted for 

the most part of impoverished white families from England, Ireland and Scotland who 

were promised plots of land in the colony and an escape from poverty. Some immigrants, 

particularly those of non-British descent, such as the Irish (who ranked lower on the 

“whiteness” scale), succumbed to poverty, hunger, homelessness, disease and death upon 

their arrival (Guest 1997). With little in the way of private charity and state refusal to 

finance relief, poverty in the colonies was criminalized. Since the poor were already 

perceived as innately morally suspect, deviant and criminal, jails were used to regulate 

the poor interest of law and order. The jails became a type of poorhouse, a catchall for a 

variety of social problems –  the homeless poor, the insane, offenders both petty and 

serious, young and old” (15). This policy inevitably resulted in overcrowded jails. In 

1830, the Provincial Kingston Penitentiary was established to house the “hard core” 

criminals and by 1850 the Provincial Insane Asylum was erected to house the indigent 

who were mentally or physically ill. Still, an unofficial policy of using jails as de facto 

houses for the poor persisted in some locations well into the twentieth century (ibid).
67

 As 

such, Canada and Ontario criminalized poverty, a practice that continues today.  

As poverty in the colonies increased, and more settlers became ill, authorities 

realized that they jails were not the solution and that something had to be done to separate 
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 While the twenty-first neoliberal era may appear to have more resources available to the poor than almost 

two centuries ago, Conservative senator Hugh Segal noted in 2011 that while only “10 per cent of 

Canadians live beneath the poverty line…almost 100 percent of our prison inmates come from that 10 per 

cent” (Segal 2011). 
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the criminal from the pauper. 
68

 But the belief that the abundance of land and the settler 

work ethic did not necessitate the need for state intervention persisted and Upper Canada 

(Ontario) refrained from adopting the 1834 British Poor Laws. However, widespread 

immigrant poverty led to the establishment of a House of Industry in 1837, modelled 

after the British workhouses, and other municipalities generally adopted the spirit and 

moralistic assumptions circulating in the empire at that time (Thompson 2014:14). 

Houses of Industry in Toronto, and later in Kingston, combined “charity, punishment and 

reformation” (ibid: 16). In order to obtain refuge in a House of Industry, the 

impoverished were required to follow strict rules and work for food and lodging. The 

work was often gendered – women were tasked with cooking, cleaning and garden work 

while the men broke stone, chopped wood, picked oakum and/or maintained livestock.  

Single mothers were often forced to abandon their children with religious charities and 

orphanages as a condition of entry (Finguard 1982; Palmer and Heroux 2012; Splane 

1965; Thompson 2014), an indication that the state perceived them as unworthy of 

mothering their own children. Indigenous and racialized peoples were discouraged and/or 

denied entry to Houses of Industry. Both publically and privately funded, with 

considerable state oversight, the Houses of Industry were supported by many groups 

including women’s and religious organizations, as well as merchants, people aspiring to 
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 According to Canadian historian Dennis Guest, prevailing colonial discourses of opportunity and bounty 

also justified New Poor Laws in Ontario. He notes that Canada was seen as “a land of opportunity for all 

who were willing to work. The social security measures that other industrialized nations were undertaking 

at this time were, it was claimed, not required in Canada. The amount of unavoidable poverty worthy of 

charitable concern was relatively negligible and could be handled by the existing private philanthropic 

agencies” (1997: 6). 
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elite status, military, former police and working-class citizens who “united around the 

idea of the individual as the site of reformation and/or salvation” (Thompson 2014: 18). 

As such, transformation of the individual, and a program of individual reform (e.g. 

welfare), fit nicely into the emerging capitalist order of the settler colonies which blamed 

the individual, and not wider structural relations of capitalism, for their own poverty 

(ibid: 21). Rainer Baehre claims that institutions like the Houses of Industry and 

temporary emigrant asylums were “[n]ot only vehicles for dispensing relief, these 

institutions became instruments of social control and socialization, integral to the creation 

of a free capitalistic labour market” (1981:340).
69

 

Despite the promise that the abundance of land enabled all colonists who worked 

hard to escape poverty, the growing demands for a mobile, casual labour force to build 

canals and railroads and collect the harvests led to seasonal and industrial unemployment 

(Finguard 1982; Palmer and Heroux 2012; Splane 1965; Thompson 2014). To deal with 

the problem of destitution, Upper Canada communities adopted the principle of “less 

eligibility” enshrined in the British Poor Laws – in order to receive state relief, the poor 

would be tasked with degrading manual labour like cracking stone (Palmer and Heroux 

2012). As well, the characterization of the “deserving” and the “undeserving poor” was 

established to institute a hierarchy of deservedness based on one’s commitment to 

Christian morality and a Protestant work ethic. Deservedness was predicated upon an 
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 Emigrant asylums applied for and received government grants to temporarily house newly arrived 

emigrants from Britain who were impoverished and had no place to go (Baehre 1981).  Emigrant asylums 

worked with emigrant agents to place the able-bodied poor in various public projects like road construction, 

general labour or hired them out to farmers (ibid:355). This was a notable shift from other poor relief 

because it was “establishing rules and regulations governing internal discipline, demanding labour, and 

watched over by an appointed board or committee’” (Baehre quoted in Finkel 2006: 50). 



 

87 

 

 

 

individual’s willingness to transform themselves into good, independent, and productive 

settlers. Finally, those who opposed policies that provided relief to the poor cautioned 

more liberal-minded colonizers on the “perversity thesis,” insinuating that policies 

intended to alleviate poverty (such as relief) may actually create more dependency and 

therefore worsen the problems of society (Schram 2002). Before the creation of “Canada” 

in 1867, and long before the rise of neoliberalism in the late twentieth century, state 

welfare was already “workfare,” recipients were judged and surveilled according to 

“deservedness” and laissez-faire ideologues perversely insisted that welfare, not the 

dislocations of the classed labour market, actually caused poverty.     

The individualized view of poverty can also be seen in the charitable institutions 

of the time. Those who worked within private charities, most of which were religious, 

advocated moral reforms to address poverty in the colony, thereby positioning charities 

as the most suitable bodies to morally regulate the poor.
70

 Consequently, the primary 

goals of these religious charities was to “reform” (i.e. transform) poor individuals; they 

believed that individuals were responsible for their social and financial plight, and that 

the reform of individuals could end or reduce poverty and dependency on the colony. As 

historians from Richard Splane (1965) to Mariana Valverde (1995) have noted, all levels 

of the state proved reluctant to fund welfare, and, in most municipalities, poor relief 

began as private and/or local initiatives.  However, the concern over “indiscriminate” 

charity that failed to delineate between the deserving/undeserving and supposedly 

encouraged dependency led to the uneven growth of state intervention and investment in 
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 See Appendix B for an example of how moral regulation was central to the rules of the Poor House. 
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welfare, or what Valverde has called the “mixed social economy” (1995). By the end of 

the nineteenth century the state was overseeing, funding and regulating Houses of 

Industry, old age homes, insane and emigrant asylums and state orphanages. Writing 

during the mid-1960s, Richard Splane positioned the rise of state welfare intervention in 

nineteenth-century Ontario as a steady trajectory towards the Keynesian welfare state, but 

he may very well have taken a different view four decades later (Splane 1965). The 

reluctance of the state to fully fund and take responsibility for the poor in the nineteenth 

century was a legacy resurrected in the neoliberal era, as the Ontario government, 

beginning in the 1980s, offloaded responsibility for poverty onto food banks and other 

private charities, and by the mid-1990s, turned to public-private partnerships in the 

delivery of social assistance. 

The failure to fully adopt the British Poor Laws encouraged a welfare system that 

was decentralized – in other words, provincial municipalities were largely left to finance 

and run their own pre-welfare institutions. This is a legacy that we are left with today – 

municipalities continue to be the providers of relief (albeit with provincial and federal 

funds and higher government oversight) leading to considerable variation from city to 

city in the quality and provisions of welfare in Ontario.  

Finally, for those unable to become self-sufficient on the land, the government 

encouraged deportation over welfare provisions. While the colonial state went to great 

measures to ensure that only the most ideal and “racially pure” immigrants were allowed 

into the developing settler colonies, there were instances that “undesirables” faced 

deportation. Although deportation of legal immigrants “was not officially permitted 
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before the 1906 Immigration Act was passed….[t]here had been laws since 1869 to 

restrict certain kinds of immigration, and since 1889 certain classes could be sent back 

whence they came” (Roberts 1988: 12). Deportations were often based on perceived 

immorality (the poor, unmarried couples) or questionable political beliefs (anarchists, 

syndicalists and working-class radicals, etc.) (ibid). Historian Barbara Roberts’ research 

found that immigrants who applied for relief were targeted for deportation, as state 

authorities wanted to pass the responsibility of relief back to the countries of origin (ibid: 

5).   

‘Deports’ had fewer rights than criminals; they were not entitled to due process, to 

know the precise nature of charges against them, to confront their accusers, or to 

be tried by a jury of their peers. They were presumed guilty and their hearings 

took place at closed administrative tribunals (ibid: 3).  

 

Additionally, prior to 1910, certain individuals with physical or mental “defects” 

were prohibited from immigrating to Canada, demonstrating the biopolitical impacts of 

scientific justifications based on eugenics and population control within early poor laws 

and nation building policy. Roberts notes that “prohibition was based on personal 

undesirability…these immigrants might constitute a danger to the public, the public 

safety, or the public purse. Immoral immigrants were also individually undesirable, in 

effect a danger to public morals” (1988:18).  As Galabuzi, Mirichandani, Chan and others 

have revealed, neoliberal immigration policy has seen a return to policies of immigration 

restriction and encouraged deportation for racialized immigrants who experience poverty 

in Canada – like immigration policies almost  a century ago, the neoliberal state has very 

specific racialized, classed and ideological notions of who constitutes a worthy immigrant 
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(Galabuzi 2010; Mirichandani and Chan 2007).    

 

3.2.1 Nation Building, “Othering” and the Exclusion of Racialized Peoples from 

State Welfare in the Nineteenth Century  

 

If the development of welfare for white colonists was a slow and uneven process 

in the nineteenth century, how did the state respond to poverty amongst the racialized 

population? Thousands of newly freed slaves entered Upper Canada in the 1830s, 

complicating race relations in the colonies, at the same time that Indigenous populations 

were being forced onto reserves (O’Connell 2013; Thobani 2007).  Poverty regulation 

was a central component of Canadian nation building by determining who was deserving 

of settler status as well as state- or charity-sanctioned relief. By tracing the intersections 

of nation building, racism, and the ways Black migrants and settlers, including newly 

freed slaves were systemically denied migration to colonies and access to Houses of 

Industry, I intend to show how, even from its onset, state welfare practices in Ontario 

were discriminatory.  

That the earliest state welfare initiatives encouraged white settlers to fight for 

their survival, only increased racial tensions between whites and newly freed Black 

slaves and Indigenous peoples (O’Connell 2013: 4). White men and their families were 

central to settler nation-building and as such they received the best land plots and jobs as 

well as access to colonial decision making (political involvement) thereby placing them 

in a privileged position over the “other” Black and Indigenous men who, along with their 

families, were perceived as a threat to the racial purity of colonial expansion. Colonial 
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authorities ensured that there would be no competition from Blacks and Indigenous men 

for the jobs and land and did so through exclusionary policies. Inequality and white 

supremacy was normalized in the nation building project.  

Social work scholar Anne O’Connell’s (2009, 2013) genealogical investigation of 

early poor laws in Upper Canada found that population science, racial ideologies and 

early liberalism (laissez-faire liberalism) heavily influenced how colonies understood and 

subsequently managed poverty for both settlers and the colonized. Drawing on critical 

race theory, theories of whiteness and intersectionality, O’Connell highlights how 

systemic racism and poverty policy are intrinsically intertwined. Her research addresses 

the erasure of Black and Indigenous histories in Canada. For instance, in March 1793, 

Lieutenant Governor John Graves Simcoe proposed an anti-slavery bill to abolish slavery 

but was overruled by the Upper Canada Parliament because many of its members were 

themselves slave owners (ibid:6). As a result, many slaves fled from Upper Canada to 

Michigan to gain their “freedom.” Unearthing the reverse underground railroad, 

O’Connell’s counter-history illustrates the investment that colonizers had in racial 

hierarchy and the exploitation of labour and disrupts dominant narratives of Canada as a 

safe haven for fugitive slaves. O’Connell also points out that the Emancipation Act, 

extradition laws and the Fugitive Slave Act
71

 created conditions whereby the freedom of 

Black people in the colony was precarious. Moreover, these pieces of legislation also 

made clear that white settlers perceived Blacks as a competitive threat for land and jobs 

(ibid: 11-12).  
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 This act promoted the recapture and return of fugitive slaves to their owners.  
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In areas such as Halifax and New France/Lower Canada where there were 

thousands of newly freed Black slaves, Blacks formed their own charities and collectives 

to address the needs and inequality within their own communities/colonies because they 

were excluded from accessing relief for white settlers such as Poor Houses.
72

 Because 

Black fugitives feared recapture they petitioned Lieutenant Governor Peregrine Maitland 

for access to land in Upper Canada in order to protect themselves from being recaptured 

and returned to their owners in the South (ibid: 9). For these reasons, “[c]ompared to poor 

immigrants, the desire to congregate and settle occurred under vastly different political 

conditions” for Black individuals and communities (ibid). Demonstrating these various 

histories and race making within Upper Canada poor laws, O’Connell claims:  

Race is always a component of poverty and class division …. While the 

ideological fervor that condemned the pauper in Britain took hold here [Canada], 

this must be viewed alongside the troubling political presence of black settlers, 

fugitive slaves, and Native populations. Understanding the imperial and colonial 

policies that targeted these already politicized populations reorders the ways in 

which social welfare and separate histories are constituted (2).  

 

Black settlers were denied migration applications, denied the same jobs as white settlers, 

excluded from Poor Houses and Houses of Industry and prohibited from owning their 

own land. These systemic exclusions sent a clear message that Black migrants were not 

welcome, “although no law was passed to exclude them, careful administrative 

procedures ensured that their applications would be rejected” (Thobani 2007: 91). 

Illustrating the emphasis on white hegemony in the growing labour force, Sunera 
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 In 1830 a famous rural Black collective was formed in Lucan Ontario called Wilberforce (O’Connell 

2013: 9). It was an 800 acre self-sufficient colony that was jointly purchased by Quakers and fugitive 

slaves from Cincinnati (ibid).  
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Thobani notes “[e]ven when their [Blacks] labour was recognized as necessary for 

economic development, these migrants were reviled and cast in the figure of an 

inassimilable and degenerate stranger” (ibid: 90). Black settlers were the “earliest 

undesired communities to migrate to Canada” and as a “non-preferred race” they were 

constituted “as untrustworthy of citizenship and minimized the value of their labour” 

(ibid: 91, 90). 

Postcolonial theorist Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak’s (1985) theorization of the 

“Other” and “othering” is a useful framework to understand the state’s stigmatization of 

poverty during the introduction of Ontario’s first welfare regimes. Othering refers to a 

process whereby individuals are positioned as different, deviant and lesser than the 

“norm.” Spivak (1985) conceptualizes othering in a systemic way and claims that it is 

always classed (through capitalist and colonial relations), raced (through racialized 

narratives) and gendered (women’s bodies used as a vehicle of colonial power). 

Discourses of “othering” and dehumanization of non-whites combined with 

individualizing, moralistic discourses of poverty to influence early poor laws, Poor 

Houses and Houses of Industry with the intent to protect and further the settler-colonial 

project.  

 Finally, considerable evidence indicates that early Canadian immigration policies 

and laws were overtly racist constructing non-whites as “other” (Finkel 2006; Guest 

1997; O’Connell 2013; Piven and Cloward 1971; Roberts 1988; Thobani 2007).  

Speaking to this, historian Barbara Roberts claims: 
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Let us face fact. For most of our history Canadian immigration laws were racist 

and exclusionary. We knew precisely what kind of people we wanted, and how to 

keep out those we didn't. Until the 1960s our immigration policies divided the 

world into two - the ‘preferred' races who were always welcome in Canada and 

the ‘non-preferred’ who rarely were. The former were of British and European 

stock; the latter included almost everybody else (viii).  

 

Racialized communities were largely excluded from state welfare provisions during the 

nineteenth and early twentieth century in Ontario. Instead they were forced to rely on 

charity amongst their own communities or face possible deportation. By limiting relief 

even amongst the “white” population, the state tacitly encouraged heightened racial 

tensions as settlers, both white and racialized, competed for jobs and land for sustenance.  

State policy actually encouraged and exacerbated the process of “othering.” 

3.2.2 Nation Building, Heteropatriarchy, Biopower and the Colonization of 

Indigenous Bodies 

 

If racialized immigrants were largely excluded from state relief in the nineteenth 

century, concerns over poverty amongst First Nations and the demands of assimilation 

prompted an array of independent welfare policies specifically designed to intervene on 

the traditional livelihood of Indigenous peoples and instill Western values. Of all those 

who were subject to poverty, disease and hunger, Indigenous peoples were considered the 

least deserving of relief and faced the harshest treatment. Colonial policies legitimized 

the genocide, re-allocation to reserves, assimilation, exclusion and marginalization of 

Aboriginals by othering and dehumanizing them as “uncivilized” and “barbaric” (Alston-

O’Connor 2010; Carter 2008; Dua 1999; O’Connell 2013; Smith 2005; Thobani 2007). 
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Andrea Smith describes this process of exclusion as one in which Indigenous bodies are 

perceived as a “pollution of which the colonial body must constantly purify itself” 

(2005:9). O’Connell further notes that deserving and non-deserving discourses were 

pivotal to the extraction of Native land and the colonizers’ stance that they must 

“civilize” the Natives (2013: 8). Indigenous peoples represented a threat (as competition 

and as a reminder of the attempts to erase their existence) to the expanding colonial 

empire and therefore were subject to different forms of regulation by the settler colonial 

state.  

Historian Alvin Finkel (2006) found that the poverty of Indigenous peoples was 

managed by a different set of colonial rules and regulations than white settlers that was 

bent upon their assimilation, isolation and/or their eradication. For the most part, 

Indigenous communities were relocated to small reserves, with little role for Indian 

Affairs offices except to keep “Native peoples out of the way of advancing settlements” 

(ibid: 57). Moreover, Aboriginals were excluded from other public systems, such as early 

schools. By constructing non-whites as the undeserving “other,” and therefore non-

citizens, colonial authorities and charities were able to exclude non-whites, particularly 

Indigenous peoples, from the colonies, from work and from relief. 

Indigenous women, as “propagators” of the “race” were particularly targeted by 

state policies that were supposedly for their own “welfare.”  Heteropatriarchy (Smith 

2006) played a powerful role in establishing hierarchical relations between the colonizers 

and the colonized; just as men would have power, authority and control over their women 

and children, colonizers would also have power over the colonized in what Jaimes-
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Guerrero terms “patriarchal colonialism” (2003:65). Gender and heteropatriarchy played 

an important role in the regulation of poverty in Upper Canada and the establishment of 

hierarchical relations between the colonizers and the colonized. The monogamous 

heterosexual, white, bourgeois nuclear family “would become the most important social 

apparatus through which to import various technologies of surveillance to further colonial 

governance during the late nineteenth and twentieth centuries” (Emberley 2001: 61). 

White colonizers perpetuated “negative images of Aboriginal women” that “became 

entrenched. They were cast as the complete opposite of the idealized white woman, as 

agents of the destruction of the moral health of the new non-Aboriginal community” 

(Carter 2008: 152). Because of their assumed immorality and incapacity to mother and 

adhere to colonizers heteronormative patriarchal gender roles, Aboriginal women were 

overtly excluded from nation building and unlike white mothers would not become 

mothers of the new colonized nation of “Canada” (Arvin, Tuck and Morrill 2013). As 

such white supremacy, combined with heteropatriarchy was harnessed by colonizers to 

categorize “natural” differences between settlers and indigenous populations; “racial 

purity” was essential and colonized peoples were seen as a threat to white racial purity 

(Dua 1999: 394).
73

  

Historically and contemporarily, colonial policies like the Indian Act disentitled 

Aboriginal women from Indigenous forms of governance. A woman’s Aboriginal status 

                                                      

73
 Additionally, the colony’s use of science to determine who is an “Indian” was another measure employed 

to regulate and segment Aboriginal people’s identity (Lawrence 2004); this process can be understood as a 

form of biopower since the process legally segments and categorizes Indigenous populations in order to 

manage and regulate them. Using blood quantum measurements to define Indigeneity is a process whereby 

those who were excluded had no choice but to “assimilate” because they were denied their Indian status by 

the state sanctioned Indian Act (Lawrence 2004; Nauman 2008). 
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could be revoked and she would lose her right to live on the reserve if she married a 

white man, and her children could be removed from her care at the discretion of social 

workers for failing to meet bourgeois, white, nuclear heteronormative family ideals 

(Alston-O’Connor 2010; Baines and Freeman 2011; Carter 2008; Emberley 2001; 

Lawrence 2008;Trocmé, Knock and Blackstone 2004). These gendered and racialized 

colonial practices can be described as “patriarchal colonialism” (Jaimes-Guerrero 2003: 

65),74 and “welfare racism” because colonial authorities determined who was deserving 

(worthy) and undeserving of assistance and who required regulation and population 

control. These powerful discourses are still prevalent today in the policies and practices 

of the Children’s Aid Society, the Family Review Office and Ontario Works (see Chapter 

7 and 8).  

Indigenous scholar Bonita Lawrence (Mi’Kmaw) and Métis scholar Danielle 

Nauman’s research situates how colonial biopolitical mechanisms were extremely 

gendered and excluded Aboriginal women from their “official” (read legal) status. As 

Nauman (2008) argues, “up until the very recent past, Aboriginal women have had their 

identities altered, stolen and even purposely lost for over 150 years before being granted 

the opportunity to regain it” (345). However, not all Aboriginal women have been able to 

secure their status; the government’s most recent amendment to reassess Aboriginal 

                                                      

74
 In the words of Jaimes-Guerrero: “For Native American women, this has meant a double burden because 

they must deal with both racist and sexist attitudes, and with the discrimination that results from such 

prejudices. This can be described as ‘patriarchal colonialism’, and deconstructing it demands an 

understanding of U.S. American colonial history as the legacy that brought over Eurocentric notions of the 

inferiority of other non-white or non-Western ‘races’, and of all women in general, versus the presumed 

superiority of the Anglicized, Euro American male” (2003: 65). 
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women’s status only granted status for certain generations (Balfour and Comack 2006).  

Reflecting upon claims made by the Royal Commission on Aboriginal Peoples that 

stipulated that Aboriginal peoples are “not simply a biological race,” Nauman asserts that 

the Canadian government’s persistence in the usage of blood quantum to define 

Aboriginal “official” status is an “erroneous conflation of ‘race’ with ‘ethnicity’” (ibid: 

351). Lawrence’s research compellingly illuminates that the 

‘bleeding off’ of Native women and their children from their communities was in 

place for 116 years from 1869 until 1985. The phenomenal cultural implication 

hidden in this legislation is the sheer numbers of Native people lost to their 

communities. Some sources have estimated that by far the majority of the twenty-

five thousand Indians who lost status and were externalized from their 

communities…did so because of ongoing gender discrimination in the Indian Act 

(2008: 65).  

 

For Indigenous peoples, the imposition of the nuclear family ideal and 

heteronormative gender roles by colonial authorities led to the development of new forms 

of regulation to assimilate (and eradicate) Indigenous cultures and practices. The 

institutionalization of marriage, blood quantum, the Canadian Indian Act, child welfare 

policies, foster care, residential schools, assimilation, the imposition of Christianity and 

patriarchal gender relations were just some of the many ways that colonizers imposed 

white supremacy, Christianity, patriarchy and class hierarchies onto colonized Indigenous 

populations (Alston-O’Connor 2010; Arvin et al. 2013; Dua 1999; Emberley 2001; 

Fournier and Crey 1997; Jaimes-Guerrero 2003; Krull 2011; Landertinger 2011; 

Lawrence 2004, 2008; Nauman 2008; Smith 1999; Trocmé et al. 2004). Anti-racist 

scholar Enakshi Dua claims that these forms of state regulation that “focused on family 
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forms…were mechanisms used to destroy the fabric of social, familial, gender, and 

sexual relations” (1999: 244).  

Excluded from welfare provisions that targeted white settlers, Indigenous peoples, 

especially Native women, were subject to unique forms of state policy that were bent 

upon the assimilation of First Nations in order to build a “white” nation. The lack of 

provisions for racialized settlers and the segregated treatment of Indigenous peoples 

suggest that the foundations of the Ontario welfare state cannot be understood outside of 

the context of racist nation-building, that promoted whiteness as a prerequisite for 

deservedness and inclusion.  

3.3 Intersections of Gender, Race and Class: Ontario Mothers’ Allowance (OMA) 

 

Ontario’s introduction of Mothers’ Allowance in 1920 marked a significant 

incursion of the province into welfare provisions and, for some, suggested that the state 

was invested in protecting some of its most economically vulnerable citizens. However, 

OMA mirrored many of the ideological preoccupations of early government welfare 

initiatives. Once again, ideas about deserving and non-deserving poor, individualized 

understandings of poverty and the complex intersections of gender, race and class 

informed the creation of policy to regulate the poor. Poor white widows with two or more 

children were the first to receive Mothers’ Allowance. Applicants were subject to 

intensive screening to ensure their moral worthiness, in essence to prove that the mother 

was “a fit and proper person” (Little 1995: 94, 1998). Above all, moral criteria were the 

deciding factor in whether or not a mother would receive assistance (ibid). White single 
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mothers fought for state benefits based on their gendered location within the nuclear 

family, that is, as caregivers and “mothers of the nation.” As such, white women who 

fought for OMA reproduced (and glorified) very specific white, bourgeois mothering 

ideals. Because the state saw the maternal role of the mother as pertinent to achieving 

“the social reproduction of ‘good’ citizens,” the hegemonic nuclear family acted as a 

mechanism for the state to achieve social control over certain families that fell outside of 

the norm, including single poor white mothers (Gavigan and Chunn 2007: 738). 

Recalling the racist stereotyping of Aboriginal women as hypersexual and “bad mothers” 

and the hypersexualizing of Black men and women (carried forward from the 

dehumanizing stereotypes and treatment of Black slaves as chattel) that influenced 

regulatory policies for the “non-deserving” “others” who were seen as a “threat” to nation 

building (Boyer 2006; Dua 1999; Smith 2005), it is no surprise that white, middle class, 

monogamous mothers who lost their husbands (at no fault of their own) were placed at 

the top of the deserving hierarchy for Mothers’ Allowances.  

The state’s insistence on maintaining the racial purity of the nuclear family 

indicates that it was not only the individual that required intervention and rehabilitation 

(in exchange for benefits) but the family as a unit also became of great concern to various 

state authorities and experts. Maintaining one’s rightful place within the family structure 

determines who is worthy of citizenship, motherhood and relief. Early welfare programs 

prior to the end of the Great Depression were thus inherently patriarchal, typically 

targeting the white male wage earners, on the one hand, and socially and politically 

constructing white women and children as “dependents,” on the other. Consequently, 
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white women were gendered as mothers and caregivers, and thus relegated to the private 

sphere to uphold and reproduce the heteronormative nuclear family (Gavigan and Chunn 

2007; Gordon 1990; Krull 2011; Little 1998; Porter 2003; Struthers 1994).  

The impact of gender in shaping early welfare policies can be seen in the 

establishment of Ontario Mothers’ Allowance (OMA) in 1920. Religious groups, 

women’s groups and charities that supported the legislation of the OMA, claimed that a 

women’s most important job was in the home – raising children and supporting her 

husband. These groups hoped that the establishment of the OMA would help reinforce 

conservative gender roles and the importance of maintaining the nuclear family unit 

(ibid). As well, these gendered discourses were directed at white, married, Anglo Saxon, 

middle-class women, reminding them of their national responsibility to reproduce healthy 

children and to act as the “mothers of the nation” (Abu-Laban and Gabriel 2002; Dua 

1999; Thobani 2007).   

Feminist scholar Linda Gordon (1990) also asserts that gender and 

heteropatriarchal family norms were central to the development of welfare policies as 

evidenced in the way state policy differentially affected male wage earners and single 

mothers: 

Aid to unemployed men...aimed to preserve the male breadwinner status and to 

keep wives and children at home. Aid to single mothers aimed to prevent its 

recipients from being too comfortable on their own. These family norms 

contributed to the stratification of welfare and to making programs for women 

inferior to programs for men (7). 
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Evidently, gender norms and roles stratified welfare programs while also creating 

palpable divisions amongst different women who at times relied on state supports. For 

example, during the early development of the welfare state (such as OMA policies), 

certain women of middle- and upper-class status were not perceived as workers but solely 

as mothers and the protectors of the (white) heteronormative nuclear family and by 

extension the nation state. Upper- and middle-class white women were encouraged to 

reproduce and have many children (Bannerji 2000). By contrast, lower class and 

racialized, women particularly unwed single mothers, were overtly discouraged from 

having more children. Moreover, those who were sole support parents were refused state 

aid and expected to work. For these reasons, it was very difficult to formalize the OMA 

because opponents of the allowance, including reputable child welfare workers, argued 

that these “allowances would encourage the increase in the family size of an undesirable 

class of people – referring to the people in receipt of low wages – who...were ‘frequently 

physically and mentally unfit’” (Guest 1997: 80). On the other hand, supporters of the 

OMA drew upon discourses of “saving the family” to support the policy. Supporters 

“argued that families were breaking up for the lack of a regular, assured income. It was 

impossible, they said, for a mother to be both a breadwinner and a homemaker….They 

also maintained that the conservation of family life was a responsibility of government” 

(ibid: 53). Furthermore, mothers on the OMA were “constituted discursively not as 

charity cases, but rather as government employees on a contract, who were charged with 

the responsibility of raising ‘good’ citizens” (Gavigan and Chunn 2007: 751). Ironically, 
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both sides of the OMA debate spoke on behalf of “the family” and the importance of 

“protecting” the white family (including traditional gender roles).  

The OMA is known as “one of the first pillars of welfare state legislation in 

Canada,” which “provided a neat solution to these social, economic, and gender 

problems” that resulted from large numbers of unemployed soldiers returning from the 

front, women being asked to return to the home so that men could resume their 

breadwinner roles and the nationalistic push for privileged women to have children (Little 

2006: 218–219). The OMA was granted to certain poor white mothers who had to prove 

their “moral worthiness” of state supports; as such, widows and wives with incapacitated 

husbands were the first to receive the allowance; deserted wives had to undergo an 

investigation and it was not until 1979 that separated women could receive the allowance 

(ibid: 220). Thinking through the heteronormative gender expectations of single mothers, 

anti-poverty feminist scholar Margaret Little powerfully states, “[j]ust as husbands had 

financially supported them in return for sexual monogamy, the state struck the same 

bargain” (1998:14). In other words, single mothers first had to agree to undergo intensive 

screening, which included an investigation (and surveillance) of their single status and 

maternal capacities, as well as promise “sexual morality” (read abstinence) to be 

considered eligible (ibid). Clearly, the architects of the OMA did not want to appear to 

support women’s independence from men. Rather, they sought to reinforce women’s 

dependency upon the patriarchal nuclear family unit in their “natural” roles as mothers 

and wives. 
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 Margaret Little (1994, 1998, 2006) has extensively documented how the Ontario 

Mother’s Allowance [OMA] following WWII widened the definition of eligibility for 

welfare to embrace single mothers, including immigrant and racialized mothers. This 

change marked a pivotal historical moment since before that only widows who were 

British subjects (white) were permitted access to OMA (also see Gavigan and Chunn 

2007).
75

 Shadowing this mid-twentieth-century expansion of eligibility, however, came 

new regulations influenced by popular psychological discourses that focused on the 

moral regulation of single mothers and the demand for trained experts to adjudicate the 

moral worth of recipients (Little 1998:125; Valverde 2006:80).  

Historically, poor single mothers’ moral worthiness, a prerequisite for state 

benefits, was not accepted at face value and they had to undergo extensive investigations 

in order to assess whether or not they were “morally worthy” and therefore deserving of 

state benefits. With the support of psychologists and other professional experts, the social 

work profession was established in Canada during the 1920s and 1930s. In order to meet 

investigative demands of the OMA, municipalities had their own local board that 

reviewed applications and sent their recommendations to the OMA commission which 

was comprised of five individuals (two seats were reserved for women). The commission 

answered to provincial guidelines and eligibility criteria, which informed their responses 

to municipal boards. Social workers, many of whom were white middle class women, 

                                                      

75
 The expansion to single mothers included divorced (1951), unwed, (1955) deserted and cohabitating 

mothers with incapacitated husbands as well as single fathers (Little 1994). All of these categories placed 

different moral regulations on single mothers. For instance, “[o]riginally the deserted mother had to swear 

that she had not seen or heard from her husband in seven years” (ibid: 234; also see Gavigan and Chunn 

2007:744).  
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were determined to legitimize their profession. They insisted that their work was 

“scientific” and were adamant that their efforts were essential to “saving” and 

“transforming” poor families (Baines 1991; Freedburg 1993; Little 1998, 2011; Moffatt 

2001).
76

  In order to establish themselves as professionals, scientific discourse, objectivity 

and “rationality” was emphasized to prove that social workers were distinct from both 

charity and the often religiously inspired volunteers who had traditionally taken care of 

the poor and the so-called dependent (Freedburg 1993: 536).
77

 Speaking to this newfound 

profession, feminist Carol T. Baines notes: “In the 1920s a new reform elite, made up of 

male middle class social scientists frequently educated at Chicago, Harvard, or Oxford, 

upheld the ideals of efficiency and social stability. A male ethos reflected the belief that a 

rational and scientific approach was essential for the eradication of social problems” 

(1991:54, emphasis added). These elite men moved on to became administrators, 

policymakers and managers of social workers, while the frontline workers remained 

predominantly white middle class women (ibid).
78

 Over time, social workers were 

                                                      

76
 Social workers drew “upon technical and scientific knowledge...to avoid being [seen as] morally 

suspect….The science and technological enterprise is taken up as if a moral imperative” (Moffatt 2001:7). 
77

 “Dependency” discourse has framed poverty policy since the early establishment of new Poor Laws in 

Upper Canada and continued to influence debates about single mothers, morality and whether or not they 

could (or should) achieve (or be granted) independence from their husbands and the patriarchal state. Also 

the meaning of dependency is subject to shift depending on various political parties, socio-economic factors 

and cultural attitudes. For instance, dependency was not always associated with deviance, yet during 

welfare reforms, “ ‘welfare dependency’ is a stigmatized and pathologized status that is conferred on all, 

including single mothers, who were once regarded as ‘deserving’ in the hierarchy of the poor” (Fraser and 

Gordon cited in Evans and Wekerle 1997:2). 
78

 White upper- and middle-class women, who had traditionally volunteered to assist the “dependent” and 

“needy” in their own communities, saw social work as an opportunity to enter into professional 

employment (Moffatt 2001). Gender roles were reproduced in social work professions with men 

administering and managing workers while the frontline workers were mostly women (ibid). White, upper-

and middle-class women utilized gender role assumptions regarding their natural ability to care and listen 

to move into the ranks of professionals; however, as they did, the value of social work (in pay and prestige) 

declined as it was perceived as “women’s work” (ibid). Yet, the development of social work as a profession 
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perceived as the “experts” who were essential to transform those who were seen as 

“dependent” upon state benefits. To adequately perform their duties social workers were 

authorized to conduct home visits and worked one-on-one with single mothers who 

accessed the OMA, assessing many areas of social reproduction – including cleaning, 

sanitation, childcare, cooking and femininity – in order to enforce appropriate bourgeois 

gender roles.
79

 These visits were an explicit mechanism of surveillance to monitor the 

“transformation” of poor women and mothers.  

While early welfare policies such as Mothers’ Allowance were overtly gendered, 

they were also infused with racist ideology that encouraged white “racial purity” and 

policies directed at women and mothers became a crucial avenue to further white 

hegemony. Feminist scholar Gwendolyn Mink (1990) examines how a hierarchy of 

mothering determined who experienced regulatory state interventions and who 

participated in the regulatory state policies. More specifically, Mink found that racialized 

motherhood “bred a moral politics excited by distinctions of character rather than 

distinctions of class…” (1990:93, emphasis added). Establishing that racialized mothers 

were inherently different (i.e. “other”) based on their race created “anxieties” about 

“racial purity” and policies were developed which “offered wages for motherhood 

through protections of women’s ‘racial productiveness’ ” (ibid: 101). Harnessing this new 

                                                                                                                                                              

grounded in the “scientific” was led by prominent social workers like Charlotte Whitton who saw social 

work as a “scientific vocation” (ibid: 87). Women were the first to conduct home visits and were therefore 

“experts” on the ground whose knowledge was used to inform social work practices.  
79

 However, not all social workers at the time agreed with what the purpose of social work should be. In his 

in-depth study of early social workers in Canada, Ken Moffatt suggests “one can see the historical tensions 

between those who viewed social work practice as wilful action to promote social change and those who 

saw it as a mediating profession that helps individuals make social adjustments” (2001:7). These tensions 

continue to impact social workers today, as I will discuss in Chapter 6. 
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found privilege of hegemonic white motherhood, white, middle class women entered into 

professions such as social work during this period to reinforce the ideal motherhood 

whereas, “working-class and poor ethnic women became political and governmental 

dependents subject to regulation by and supervision from courts, legislatures, and middle 

class women” (ibid). Evidently, assistance for mothers, while important and ground 

breaking, also ushered in a new era of regulation, surveillance and control of lower class 

racialized families headed by single mothers.  

 OMA effectively maintained and policed the ideal, heteronormative, white, 

middle-class nuclear family, during the post-war period when many felt traditional 

gender, class and racial relations were unstable. The perceived need for social control 

was, as much as any concern for a white mother’s financial well-being, was a prerequisite 

to the introduction of OMA. The hegemony of the white heteronormative nuclear family, 

and the fear of its disintegration, continued to influence the development of the 

Keynesian Welfare state as well as neoliberal justifications for drastic welfare reforms in 

the mid-1990s.   

3.4 The Development of the Keynesian Welfare State in Ontario (1940–1970) 

 

 The period from the end of the Great War to the end of the Great Depression of 

the 1930s proved to be a time of serious social unrest in Canada and Ontario. There was 

mounting pressure from women’s, labour and unemployment movements, which 

demanded access to food, shelter, decent jobs and government assistance (unemployment 

insurance, disability pensions and welfare). Private organizations and religious charities 
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could not adequately manage the vast unemployment and widespread poverty of the 

interwar years. It was during this period that the federal government was forced to 

provide benefits for the first time in Canadian history. Still, with the exception of the 

military-run Depression-era unemployed relief camps,
80

 provinces and municipalities 

were expected to pay their share of the costs; federal officials were adamant that their 

assistance was temporary and that welfare was not their responsibility. Promises to the 

working class for Unemployment Insurance [UI] were seen as a compromise to dampen 

social unrest, and unions became central to establishing workers’ rights, benefits and 

pensions (Finkel 2006; Struthers 1994).   

UI was introduced in 1940 and became the first permanent federal income 

security initiative. UI was premised on postwar conceptions of social welfare and 

Keynesian welfare ideology (Campeau 2005; Finkel 2006; Guest 1997; Porter 2003; 

Struthers 1994). At its core, UI was developed as a wage replacement paid by general 

revenues and was redistributive in nature. Unlike the demands made by the unemployed 

and labour for employers and the government to bear the costs of UI, the 1940 legislation 

required that workers contribute to the fund. Contributory UI individualized the problem 

of unemployment and failed to force businesses and the state to pay the entire cost for 

those who were out of work through no fault of their own. Still, UI was a significant win 

for the working class and labour in Canada and was pivotal to the establishment of the 

                                                      

80
 Unemployed Relief Camps were popular during the Great Depression. They were sanctioned by the 

federal government and unemployed men could sign up with the Employment Service of Canada. Men 

were expected to work hard labour jobs in exchange for room and board and collected 20 cents per day. 

The camps were criticized because they did not address the root cause of joblessness, that is jobs. The relief 

camps were a modern take on the Poor Houses and Houses of Industry (Waiser 2003).  
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welfare state. Yet these foundational policies of the welfare state also remained 

profoundly gendered and “based on a particular family-market-state arrangement 

whereby women performed certain types of labour in the home and did not perform 

certain types of work in the paid workforce” (Porter 2003: 37). Interestingly, as feminist 

political economy scholar Ann Porter points out, married women faced unique forms of 

discrimination (2003: 47). The Married Women’s Regulation (1950), for instance, 

required married women to prove the necessity of their paid labour by working additional 

time in order to be eligible for UI. Such gendered UI policies led to the denial of benefits 

for many women due to discrimination in the labour market and solidified 

heteropatriarchal gender roles that reinforced their dependence on the male breadwinner 

(ibid).  

Poor and racialized women were also marginalized and excluded from UI 

benefits, especially those in non-unionized, precarious jobs like domestic service 

(cooking, cleaning, child care) and unskilled occupations (low wages and low status) 

including factory line work, sewing machine operation etc. Indeed, these jobs were not 

initially included in the UI legislation (Porter 2003). Moreover, women of colour, and 

Black women in particular, were virtually excluded from some occupations. Feminist 

scholar Ann Porter notes, 

...some 80 per cent of Black women in Canadian cities worked in domestic 

service. During the war they began entering factory work, but after the war they 

returned to domestic labour. The racialized nature of this work was further 

reinforced as they were joined in the 1950s by women from the Caribbean, who 

were being recruited as domestics through a special federal program. In addition, 

Black women began to find work in such service industry positions as nursing 
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assistant, hotel cleaner, and maid. In the decades following the Second World 

War some occupations, including clerical, secretarial, and sales, were perceived as 

white women's work, and Black women were virtually excluded from them 

(ibid:41). 

As such, while some white, able-bodied, heterosexual, women gained privileged access 

to UI, working poor women and racialized women faced discrimination in the labour 

market and subsequently had fewer opportunities to apply for UI. In short, the welfare 

state explicitly reinforced existing gender, race and class divisions.  

The Marsh Report (1943) on social security in Canada promoted the introduction 

of children’s allowances if UI and other benefits remained below the average full-time 

wage. This set the stage for a discussion of Family Allowance [FA] to enter into public 

discourse (Guest 1991: 128). Early discussions of FA included criticisms that it would 

encourage poor (and other marginalized people such as single and racialized women) 

families to have large families (ibid: 129). However, supporters perceived the FA as a 

means to “protect the rising generation, [and] assuring children of their basic needs.” 

Supporters also saw the FA as a way of “maintain[ing] purchasing power in the postwar 

era,” a central Keynesian demand (ibid: 131). In 1944, the FA was introduced as 

Canada’s first universal welfare program to provide benefits for families to cover the 

costs of child maintenance (Finkel 2006; Guest 1997; Porter 2003; Struthers 1994).   

While the introduction of Family Allowance, and other redistributive programs 

like Unemployment Insurance and Old Age Security (1951), developed the welfare state 

and reflected social democratic values of universal access based on citizenship and 

insurance, these programs also negatively affected some marginalized families. For 
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instance, eligibility rested on children being enrolled in school, which was a barrier for 

farming, hunting and working-class families, including Indigenous, Metis and rural 

communities, as it involved taking children away from their traditional economic familial 

roles (Finkel 2006:131). Moreover, Family Allowance was overtly gendered and classed 

because it acted as “compensation” for women who were required to leave the labour 

force and return to their domestic duties (ibid:132).  

In 1958, a General Welfare Assistance Act was established but it was not until 

1967 that General Welfare Assistance was brought to full fruition as a federal and 

provincial cost-sharing benefit (Struthers 1994). In 1965, the federal minority Liberal 

government’s throne speech announced a “war on poverty” and introduced two 

fundamental policies: the Canadian Assistance Plan [CAP] and the Canadian Pension 

Plan [CPP].  Between 1964 and 1966, the federal government drafted the CAP to include 

a 50-50 cost-sharing agreement with provinces to cover the costs for social assistance 

programs, including family benefits and general welfare (ibid: 237; Finkle 2006). For the 

first time in Canadian history, CAP ensured that assistance and welfare was available 

based on need rather than means-testing (Fudge and Cossman 2002; Brodie 1996; Porter 

2003; Struthers 1994). CAP was a significant achievement and represented an ideological 

shift within state welfare policies by establishing universal needs-based programs that 

widened the scope of entitlement beyond those who qualified for UI. Additionally, under 

CAP’s stipulations, welfare offices were not permitted to enforce work-for-welfare, or 

what is known today as “workfare.” This was largely influenced by labour unions who 

claimed that workfare tended to lower wages for all workers because of greater 
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competition for low-skilled and low-paid jobs (Fudge and Cossman 2002; Torjman 

1996). With CAP, the Keynesian state reached its peak: perhaps at no other time did the 

concern to meet people’s needs momentarily outweigh the regulatory demands to instill a 

docile working citizenry.  

For impoverished Canadians, Keynesian welfare state formation between the 

1940s and mid-1970s was obviously an improvement over laissez-faire liberalism that 

relied on charity and Houses of Industry to oversee the regulation of poverty. In stark 

contrast to laissez-faire liberal policy, federal and provincial state officials publically 

acknowledged systemic poverty in Canada and took responsibility for providing social 

assistance. Policymakers of the time acknowledged that some individuals “fall through 

the cracks,” and that there was a need for a more comprehensive social safety net. 

Nonetheless, despite widening entitlement for social assistance based on universal needs, 

the principle of less eligibility, and deserving and non-deserving, never entirely 

disappeared in the setting of welfare rates. Even in the late 1960s, welfare rates remained 

far below the Low Income Cut Off [LICO]
81

 and ensured that the poor would choose 

exploitative working conditions over inadequate benefits. Although the Keynesian 

welfare state invested in a social safety net, it was never a significant challenge to the 

inequalities inherent in a racist, patriarchal and capitalist society. Welfare was always 

kept at a minimum rate to avoid creating “dependency” and to ensure that there would 

                                                      

81
 According to Statistics Canada, “a LICO is an income threshold below which a family will likely devote 

a larger share of its income on the necessities of food, shelter and clothing than the average family. The 

approach is essentially to estimate an income threshold at which families are expected to spend 20 

percentage points more than the average family on food, shelter and clothing.” A review of the three most 

common low income standards for OW and ODSP recipients is found in Appendix D.  
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always be a pool of labour that would take the lowest paying jobs under the most 

exploitative conditions.  

The emerging welfare state also imposed a heteronormative hierarchy of 

deservedness that privileged the white, heterosexual, able-bodied male labourer. Social 

assistance policies constructed and treated women as dependents rather than workers in 

their own right. Consequently, a two-tiered system emerged out of these welfare policies 

with rights-based arguments (social insurance) associated with one tier allocated for 

mostly white male workers and a needs-based tier (vulnerability) reserved for women, 

children, those with disabilities etc. (Little 2001; Struthers 1994). Historian James 

Struthers notes:  

‘Rights-based’ social insurance programs both in design and in administration, 

typically serve a male wage-labour force. In contrast, discretionary ‘needs-based’ 

social assistance, responds to the particular vulnerabilities and moral expectations 

surrounding women’s dependence within the family consequently creating a two-

tiered system based on rights and needs (1994: 4).  

 

Gender was thus central to the construction of the emerging welfare state (Gordon 1990; 

Little 1994, 1998, 2001; Porter 2003; Struthers 1994).  

Just as those who had fought for Mothers’ Allowances in 1920, those who pushed 

for state funding of welfare and Unemployment Insurance drew heavily on nationalistic 

hegemonic ideals of the “nuclear family.” As Porter explains, “[t]he ideology of the 

period strongly portrayed the male-breadwinner family as both the norm and the desired 

family arrangement, and this ideology dominated when policy was being shaped” 

(2003:31). Indeed, in the pivotal work of Linda Gordon (1994), Pitied but not Entitled: 
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Single Mothers and the History of Welfare, Gordon notes that the welfare state was 

established partially due to the gains made by labour unions, which focused their claims 

in support of welfare specifically on protecting the “family wage”:  

It is a commonplace that a key function of a welfare state is to replace wages lost 

through illness, disability, unemployment, or death. A more inclusive 

generalization is that welfare programs were intended to replace and defend the 

family wage, by which is meant the wage that should (theoretically) allow a 

husband to earn enough to support a non-employed wife and children (12, 

emphasis original).   

 

What this also reminds us is that only certain kinds of labour (paid) are valued in a 

capitalist society; gendered social reproduction and care work are unpaid, undervalued 

and occur in the private sphere (Armstrong and Connelly 1992; Bezanson and Luxton 

2006; Cossman and Fudge 2002; Coulter 2009; McKeen 2004; McMullin et al. 2002; 

Mosher and Hermer 2005; Mutari et al. 1997).  

The Keynesian welfare state, for the first time in Canadian history, created 

universal-rights-based programs (Old Age Security, Family Allowance, Unemployment 

Insurance and so on) whereby the state utilized tax dollars to help fund social assistance 

programs thereby taking responsibility for addressing issues of poverty. Prevailing 

discourses focused on what we can do as a society to “help” people. While the poor were 

still to blame for their individual failings, the solution was state intervention to address 

poverty and surveillance of welfare recipients was a vehicle to ensure that individuals 

were “transformed” into good working citizens. Arguments regarding the danger of 

encouraging welfare dependency were deflected somewhat because the state would have 

an active role in the regulation and subsequent transformation of poor people’s lives.  
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Some welfare scholars have praised the Keynesian post-war welfare state as a 

significant achievement. While it was certainly the pinnacle of liberal attempts to provide 

for Canada’s economically marginalized, we should be careful not to view it nostalgically 

just because we have witnessed its dismantling under a neoliberal regime. It was, after 

all, an incomplete welfare state, that maintained vestiges of nineteenth-century laissez-

faire moralism. It continued to discriminate against women (especially single mothers), 

and uphold patriarchal family relations. It excluded thousands from participation, 

especially people of colour. By keeping rates low it never abandoned the principle of less 

eligibility and failed to make capital bear the full financial burden of its provisions. The 

individual, and not the market and/or socio-cultural forces, remained the target of 

reformation. Born from the most dire economic crisis the world had ever seen, the 

Keynesian welfare state, despite all its benevolence, was a last ditched effort to prop up a 

disintegrating social order.  

3.5 The Inception of Neoliberal Ideology and the Ontario Welfare State (1980–1995) 

 

 Since the 1980s, neoliberalism has become the driving ideological force and 

practice for the management and delivery of welfare in Ontario (Brodie 1996; Evans and 

Wekerle 1997; Finkel 2006; Fudge and Cossman 2002; Porter 2003; Snider 2000). 

However, the roots of the neoliberal welfare state were already established with the 19
th

 

century formation of the British settler colony of Canada, predicated on the principles of 

laissez-faire liberalism. Earlier in this chapter, I discussed the impacts of colonialism and 

racist policies on the poor and vulnerable, the aim to develop welfare practices to 
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determine exclusions and inclusions, and the institutionalization of patriarchy and the 

establishment of heteronormative gender roles as essential to nation building. Deserving 

and non-deserving discourses marked the poor as “Other.” The rise of the post-WW2 

Keynesian welfare state created a flicker of hope that the state might introduce a 

universal system of needs based relief, but the project remained incomplete. Instead, the 

last two decades of the twentieth-century witnesses a virulent laissez-faire sequel to 

punitive relief and racialized and gendered poor-bashing. New technologies and 

privatization promised to automate and achieve that which eluded laissez-faire liberals a 

century earlier – indiscriminate welfare would end, the market would free itself from 

state interference and policies of social assistance would assimilate or exclude class, 

racial and gendered difference by transforming all into good workers and consumers.   

In order to understand how neoliberalism became dominant in welfare politics in 

the 1990s, we must look at the multiple and overlapping ways that the state and various 

social service authorities have come to understand the most vulnerable in our society. In 

other words, in order for neoliberal welfare surveillance to become the dominant 

apparatus of social services, the perception of the poor had to revamp and update laissez-

faire conceptions which deemed them as non-deserving, deviant, “other” and incapable of 

independence.  

The neoliberal shift in welfare policy and practice created the illusion that the 

state is not interventionist. In fact, the state actually became more interventionist as the 

poor were once again individually blamed for their poverty, an argument that fell back on 

the laissez-faire perversity thesis and justified the surveillance and regulation of the poor. 
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Yet, as we shall see, the neoliberal welfare state is still inundated with the Keynesian 

legacies that have made it difficult to fully return to laissez-faire traditions of poverty 

regulation. What I will demonstrate in the following section (and in Chapter 4) is that the 

bulk of welfare budgets are funnelled into programs that promise to transform the welfare 

recipient into a good worker and consumer. While the state deflects responsibility for the 

poor, or how the poor become impoverished in the first place, it does, however, believe in 

a higher level of intervention and surveillance into the lives of poor people. Based on 

these transformations, the following section reviews the major policy, discourse and 

ideological changes introduced under neoliberalism which altered the welfare state in 

Ontario. I begin by examining the broadest aspects of neoliberal ideology by contrasting 

it to Keynesianism. Next, I examine how changes to Canada’s social safety net under 

neoliberalism impacted women and racialized workers. I conclude this section by 

examining the NDP’s initiation of welfare reforms that paved the way for the neoliberal 

rebranding of “social assistance” and “workfare.”  

Neoliberal policies were first adopted as alternative ways of organizing the 

political landscape in the late 1970s when Canadian corporations started to lobby the 

federal government to reduce restrictions on businesses so that they could compete with 

the U.S. and the larger global economy (Brodie 1996; Evans and Wekerle 1997; Finkel 

2006; Fudge and Cossman 2002; Porter 2003; Snider 2000). It was during this time that 

right-wing think tanks arose that were influenced by free market academics from the 

Chicago School of Economics. Scholars like Milton Friedman challenged the postwar 

dominance of Keynesian economics by using mathematics and statistical research in 
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attempt to demonstrate that state intervention into markets hindered the growth of 

capitalist accumulation (Harvey 2005; Snider 2006: 333, 2000). This research 

“scientifically” determined how and why it was feasible to cut social spending to allow 

business to compete within the larger global market allowing the free flow of capital 

(ibid). Right-wing think tanks in Canada, such as the C.D. Howe Institute and the Fraser 

Institute, also began conducting and publishing research that justified free market policies 

to put pressure on governments to establish free trade agreements. Snider (2000) for 

instance, notes that the science utilized by right-leaning experts “speak[s] the language of 

statistics: seminal articles all grounded their claims in complex mathematical models and 

formulae” (182). Essentially, the use of scientific discourse legitimated neoliberal claims 

for globalization, even if they were more ideological than factual; economic freedom, in 

these discourses, equalled “freedom of choice” and more choices meant more personal 

freedom. Despite the dubious prospects of some of their claims, by the 1980s, neoliberal 

ideas so strongly influenced the major Canadian political parties at the federal and 

provincial level – the social-democratic NDP, the Liberal Party and the PC Party – that, 

regardless of political affiliation, “most provincial regimes elected after 1980 subscribed 

to some version of neoliberal ideology” (Finkel 2006:285).  

How citizenship is understood has changed dramatically under neoliberalism. The 

Keynesian citizen was both a political subject and a productive subject (i.e. a worker) 

with modest rights to income security via the welfare state. Conversely, neoliberalism 

places a renewed emphasis on individual freedom and “choice” thereby perceiving any 

state intervention as a barrier to an individual’s independence (Breitkreuz 2005; Finkel 
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2006; Harvey 2005; Porter 2003; Snider 2000). Neoliberalism reintroduced the perversity 

thesis at the macro-level: because poverty is perceived as an individual rather than a 

structural failure, any interventions in the (labour) market to offset poverty only makes it 

worse because it reduces the motivation to find work and individual achievement. As 

such, citizens are increasingly understood as “consumers” and “market citizens.” Rhonda 

Breitkreuz (2005) contrasts this “market citizenship” to “a more inclusive notion of 

citizenship otherwise known as social citizenship” (152). Since market citizenship values 

independence that can only be achieved through paid employment, individuals who are 

not connected to the labour market do not deserve the same rights and privileges. As the 

“market citizen” became hegemonic under an emerging neoliberal order, the age-old 

distinction of deserving and undeserving subjects was revamped. Paradoxically, when 

individuals were flagged as inadequate market citizens – when they were unable to find 

work, for instance – their individuality was denied by the discourse of market citizenship. 

While state intervention in the market was frowned upon, state intervention in individual 

lives was prescribed for these “flawed consumers” via a convoluted system of 

surveillance, discipline, regulation and control by highly-trained experts and new tools of 

automation.  

3.5.1 Federal Changes to Canada’s Social Safety Net During the 1990s Recession: 

Impacts on Racialized and Gendered Workers 

 

Canada was hit by a major recession in the early 1990s: markets crashed and 

governments were faced with budget cuts that took the form of economic restructuring. 
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At the federal level, the first major change was to Unemployment Insurance in 1995, 

which was renamed Employment Insurance [EI], representing “the erosion of universality 

and a rights-based social safety net” (Porter 2003: 4). This policy change included 

increases in the amount of weeks (and hours) of paid labour required to qualify for EI, 

decreases in the maximum duration one could receive EI, and penalties or exclusions for 

workers who quit their jobs (MacDonald 1999). All of these changes were assumed to 

hasten unemployed workers re-entry into the labour market and to lessen the burden on 

the social safety net. Additionally, the reformed EI policy included new eligibility criteria 

that reduced the pool of eligible unemployed workers; today less than 50 percent of 

temporarily unemployed workers are eligible for EI.  

Women and racialized workers remained the least likely to be eligible for EI as 

they are the ones that most commonly are forced into temporary work (Fuler and Vosko 

2008; Sharma 2002; MacDonald 1999; Vosko 2007). Temporary employment (contract, 

agency referred, part-time, on call, seasonal, etc.) is organized in highly gendered and 

racialized ways (Fuller and Vosko 2008). This is partially due to employers who have 

encouraged newly arrived, racialized immigrants to take on temporary work in order to 

obtain the necessary “Canadian experience” to enter the labour market (ibid). Moreover, 

migrant workers (seasonal workers), the majority of whom are racialized, are not entitled 

to receive EI, health insurance or welfare, even though they live, work and pay taxes in 

Canada. Nadita Sharma (2002) argues that this further entrenches gendered and racialized 

labour divisions in the Canadian labour market: 
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By rendering a growing number and proportion of people as ‘non-immigrant,’ 

non-permanent residents, the Canadian government is regulating (and 

exacerbating) a racialized and gendered labour market through processes of 

nationalization that positions ‘migrant workers’ as a separate legal category of 

humans who are denied the services and protections available to those classified 

as ‘citizens’ or ‘permanent residents’ (19).  

 

According to feminist scholar Sedef Arat-Koc (2012), racialized women who are 

employed as migrant domestic and care workers encounter even more exploitation and 

exclusion since the Canadian government changed their status from “permanent 

resident[s]” to holders of “temporary work permit[s]” in the 1970s (Arat-Koc 2012: 7). 

Arat-Koc’s research on migrant domestic care workers suggests that state changes to 

their work status “normalize the restrictions, abuse, and exploitation faced by this group” 

(ibid). Neoliberal efforts to regulate and control racialized, migrant labourers employ 

modern technologies and legal policy to exclude the other, but the intent differs little 

from the early nineteenth century drive to regulate Irish canal workers or Black domestic 

servants.  

Women are also overrepresented in temporary work and thus are less likely as a 

group to be eligible for EI. Employers have taken advantage of women’s need for 

“flexible” jobs that allow women to work and also fulfill their domestic responsibilities. 

Such flexibility, however, further disadvantages women from EI eligibility because 

reduced working hours makes it more difficult to qualify for the program (ibid). Thus, 

MacDonald (1999) notes that the EI reforms have “an inherent gender bias, given the 

disproportionate representation of women in non-standard [part-time] jobs…Although the 

eligibility criteria are stated in gender neutral terms, the impacts are gendered” (67). 
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These examples demonstrate the gendered and racialized structural exclusions built into 

the EI system. Neoliberal EI policies privilege those who work the most hours and have 

the most secure employment, while those in temporary, part-time and precarious 

employment (i.e. “flexible workers”) are excluded because they have not banked enough 

hours, or they are ineligible due to their citizenship status.  

In 1996, the welfare state witnessed another major claw back when the Liberal 

government terminated the Canadian Assistance Plan (CAP), which formed a major 

component of the Keynesian welfare state. CAP was replaced with the Canadian Health 

Service Transfer [CHST] wherein the federal government provided provinces with lump 

sum payments to allocate towards education, welfare, and health (Little 2001). The 

CHST has been criticized by feminist scholars for several reasons: the CHST “denied 

welfare applicants social rights they previously enjoyed” under CAP which was based on 

need alone, the CHST does not provide any federal funding “specifically designated for 

welfare programs,” and finally the CHST has “erased almost all national standards for 

welfare” (ibid: 13, 14; Brodie 1996; Cossman and Fudge 2002; MacDonald 1999; Porter 

2003 Torjman 1996). The CHST marked a return to the federal government’s pre-

Keynesian insistence that welfare was primarily a provincial responsibility. Since there 

was less public support for welfare services than for health care and education, welfare 

budgets became an easy target for cuts by cash-starved provincial governments. The end 

of CAP also opened up the possibility of work-for-welfare programs and workfare.  

3.5.2 The Ontario New Democratic Party’s Initiation of Neoliberal Welfare Reforms 
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The recession of the 1990s was the worst economic crisis in Ontario since the 

Great Depression. With high unemployment rates and increasing welfare caseloads, there 

was mounting pressure on the provincial government to take action. In 1990, Ontario 

elected its first NDP Premier, Bob Rae, a move that some claim symbolized voters’ 

“disillusionment with neoliberalism” (Finkel 2006). His platform echoed Keynesian ideas 

of the past re-focusing on employment, helping the poor (increased spending on all 

income security programs, including welfare), introducing publicly owned, government-

run auto insurance,
82

 expanding social housing, and increasing spending on healthcare, 

daycare and education (See Table 3). Initially, the NDP favoured increasing welfare rates 

and ensuring that welfare was accessible to all Ontarians. For instance, in 1991, the NDP 

increased welfare rates by 7 percent for basic needs and 10 percent for shelter allowance 

(Stapleton 2008: 4). Considering the high inflation rates, however, these increases did not 

translate into real increases in income. Without adequate work, more and more 

employable people were turning to welfare to make ends meet. With welfare recipients 

numbering over one million, the opposition criticized the Rae NDP government for 

making Ontario the “welfare capital of Canada.”  

Table 3 NDP Government Social Assistance and Poverty Reduction Timeline 

Ontario NDP Premier Bob Rae (1990-1995) 
 

Year Welfare Trends and 
Proposed Legislation 

Legislative and Policy Outcomes 

                                                      

82
 The NDP’s public auto insurance was one of their major platform promises popular among voters. 

However, the recession caused a great deal of layoffs and lost revenues for businesses; both labour and 

businesses were unsure about the feasibility of public auto insurance due to the economic downturn and the 

proposal was ultimately rejected by the NDP in 1991.  
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1990 Workfare and anti-fraud 
measures 

Penalties (suspended benefits) given to 
those who did not fulfill work-related 
activities.  

1991 Austerity measures “Social Contract,” wage freeze, “Rae days.” 

1991 Lack of jobs, unemployment 
and increased caseloads 

The NDP increased basic needs by 7% and 
shelter allowance by 10%, to bring rates to 
$663/month for singles. 

1992
–
1993 

Enhanced Verification 
Process 

270 investigators were hired as Eligibility 
Review Officers to oversee eligibility 
criteria.  

1993 Austerity measures White Paper “Turning Point” promoted 
welfare job incentives programs called 
“Joblink.”  

1993 Anti-Fraud Campaign  On March 28, MCSS announces revamping 
of anti-fraud measures, including 
Expenditure Control and Enhanced 
Verification.  

1993 Reduced welfare caseloads  Welfare restricted the amount of earnings 
that recipients could earn while on 
assistance; sponsored immigrants were 
excluded from accessing welfare and home 
equity became considered an asset.    

1993 Increase welfare rates Increased rates by 1% which did not offset 
inflation and the costs of living.  

1993 Cost savings of welfare MCSS enforcement of eligibility restrictions 
to reduce caseloads.  

1994 Welfare rates peak  MCSS introduces “casefile investigation” to 
control welfare fraud and reduce caseloads.  

1994 Joblink outcomes  4,000 placements and $25 million in 
contributions from the government.  

1994 Anti-Fraud measures “Spouse in the House” rules introduced.  

1994 Welfare rates freeze  First time since 1973 that welfare rates 
were frozen.  

1995 Welfare rates freeze Rates remained the same.  
 

Faced with increasing criticism from Conservative politicians, right-wing critics 

and media claims that up to 20 percent of welfare recipients were guilty of fraud, the Rae 

government decided to abandon its Keynesian/social democratic welfare policies in 1992 
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and adopt neoliberal austerity measures to reduce the deficit by reviewing social 

assistance expenditures. They promised to “get tough” on welfare cheaters and launch a 

“war on welfare dependency” (Sheldrick 1998: 46). It was during this pivotal time that 

the NDP reinforced “welfare fraud” hysteria, which perpetuated anti-welfare sentiments 

that were growing within Parliament (Ellsworth, Morrison, Keen, Rapsey and Pearce 

1994: 7). In Randall Ellsworth et al.’s in-depth review, “Poverty Law in Ontario-The 

Year in Review,” they detail the ideological shifts and policy changes that were enacted 

under the NDP Rae government, claiming that the anti-fraud campaign was the “most 

overt component of the new anti-welfare sentiment” (ibid: 8). Alongside the Ministry of 

Community Social Services (MCSS)’ review of social assistance and “expenditure 

control,” the anti-fraud campaign included Enhanced Verification and Casefile 

Investigations. These processes resulted in  “more frequent and intensive investigation of 

social assistance recipients, increased formal information demands from 

recipients…more restrictive eligibility rules… and increased pressure on recipients to 

pursue other potential sources of income” (ibid: 8–9). Evidently, the rise of neoliberal 

policies coincided with the demand for more intensive surveillance regimes.  

The NDP Rae government introduced an “enforcement-oriented welfare 

administration” – or what I am calling welfare surveillance – that incorporated enhanced 

verification to determine ongoing eligibility of welfare recipients and resulted in the 

hiring of 270 investigators to examine active welfare cases (Ellsworth et al. 1994; Little 

1998: 159; Sheldrick 1998). Policy scholars have found that many recipients reported 

“abusive and threatening treatment from the growing number of ‘welfare cops’” 
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(Ellsworth et al. 1994: 9). Advocates, anti-poverty activists and recipients were 

concerned over threats to privacy and confidentiality, gains that were previously won to 

protect recipients’ personal information (ibid: 13). Three instances stand out as marking a 

new era of welfare surveillance and authoritarian policing of welfare recipients.  

First, in 1993, Lambton County passed a resolution that would authorize the 

County Warden to obtain and review a list of all welfare recipients in the County. This 

resolution was such an extreme measure that the province intervened and cut social 

assistance transfers to the municipality in order to pressure the County to rescind the 

resolution (ibid:13). Similar resolutions were passed in two other counties including 

Hastings County Council (September 5 1990) requiring the welfare department to 

provide a list of welfare recipients to county councilors (Legislative Assembly of Ontario 

1991); and in Renfrew County, where recipients were obliged to present themselves and 

their case to council to determine their eligibility for welfare benefits. Due to this extreme 

violation and degradation of social assistance applicants, the Canadian Civil Liberties 

Association challenged Renfrew County Council’s resolution as an invasion of welfare 

recipients’ privacy (Legislative Assembly of Ontario 1994). A second example of welfare 

surveillance gained the public’s attention in February of 1994 when the Municipality of 

Metropolitan Toronto brought forth the idea of fingerprinting welfare recipients as an 

anti-fraud measure to prove recipients’ identity (Ellsworth et al. 1994). Anti-poverty 

activists were outraged and set up demonstrations and protests outside of Metro Hall to 

prevent the proposed regulation. Finally, in 1994 debates regarding recipients’ rights to 

privacy erupted in the Ontario Cabinet. Concerns over breaches to the Freedom of 
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Information and Protection of Privacy Act (FIPPA) were raised and then defeated as 

right-wing politicians asserted “that receipt of social assistance itself entails a forfeiture 

of civil rights” (ibid: 14). This sentiment rings clear today in the neoliberal welfare 

surveillance apparatus that requires welfare recipients to “voluntarily” sign over their 

privacy rights during the application stage.  

There were increased convictions of welfare fraud during this period due to the 

proliferation of surveillance and the policing capacities of welfare authorities. Recipients 

were discouraged from fighting convictions, as provincial underfunding and an increase 

in appeals to the Social Assistance Review Board [SARB] created a backlog.
83

  In 

contrast to the welfare fraud hysteria in the media and amongst politicians, welfare fraud 

proved to be woefully overstated – less than one percent of recipients were found to have 

taken advantage of the system (Little 1998: 161; Mosher and Hermer 2005). Exaggerated 

welfare-fraud data was part of a wider campaign to individualize poverty and criminalize 

the poor. Despite the inaccuracies, the inflated statistics proved to be popular amongst an 

electorate that felt over-taxed (Chunn and Gavigan 2006; Mosher and Hermer 2005).   

In 1988, the Ontario Liberal government published the “Report of the Social 

Assistance Review Committee: Transitions.” The report’s recommendations “suggest that 

a condition of receiving social assistance ought to be a recipients’ willingness to enter a 

job training program or ‘opportunity planning,’ but that work for welfare be explicitly 

                                                      

83 Ellworth et al, found that the Social Assistance Review Board “now anticipates approximately 20,000 

requests for hearings in the 1994/95 fiscal year, an increase of about 60% over 1993/94, which in turn was 

an increase of about 80% over the previous year. Significantly, this increase comes at a time when the 

caseload growth has virtually levelled off. The increased demand would seem to be mostly attributable to 

eligibility restrictions and Enhanced Verification” (1994: 10–11). Today, recipients remain hesitant to 

submit formal complaints because of the lengthy bureaucratic process and because of a climate of fear.  
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prohibited” (Rochman 1989: 204). The “opportunity planning” was a pre-workfare policy 

yet adhered to similar logic in that “instead of a right, welfare must be part of a reciprocal 

obligation in which recipients are required to enter into a work or training program” (ibid: 

200). Carrying this logic forward, in 1993, the NDP published the white paper “Turning 

Point,” which introduced “Job Incentive Programmes” to restructure welfare in Ontario 

towards a work-for-welfare model.
84

 Workfare programs, like nineteenth-century Houses 

of Industry, encouraged a cheap labour pool for employers and masked the reality of 

poverty in Ontario. Due to the termination of CAP, which prohibited mandatory work-

for-welfare benefits, provinces were free to adopt workfare programs. Following the 

NDP’s white paper “Turning Point” (1993), there was mounting political and public 

pressure to reduce welfare caseloads, decrease spending on the poor and discard 

Keynesian policies. It did not help that growing anti-welfare sentiment dominated cabinet 

debates on Parliament Hill and in the mainstream media, or that neoliberal politicians 

were building on these feelings in their election platforms.  

The NDP’s first strategy was legislating three policy changes: a reduction to the 

amount of employment earnings recipients were entitled to keep; the denial of assistance 

to immigrants who failed to maintain relationships with their sponsors; and forcing the 

liquidation of home equity before individuals could qualify for welfare (ibid: 45). These 

policies (or welfare reforms) were designed with the intention to decrease caseworkers’ 

                                                      

84
 Given the widespread use of state mechanisms to harness the labour power of the poor like workhouses 

and poor houses in the late 19
th

 century in the U.K., the U.S. and Canada, workfare clearly is not a new 

idea. The contemporary idea of workfare reinforces New Poor Law assumptions of dependency and the 

principle of less eligibility; welfare should not pay more than the lowest paid job in order to dissuade 

dependency and to encourage a good work ethic and self-sufficiency.  
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ballooning caseloads and to save taxpayers money. By 1994, the NDP government 

launched a second strategy: publicly shaming and stereotyping welfare recipients as 

dependent and lazy. “Dependency” became a dirty word that was ascribed to poor people 

and ultimately labelled them as “undeserving welfare bums.” In that same year, a third 

strategy introduced Spouse in the House rules that marked single mothers as fraudulent 

and ineligible for relief should they be found to be living with a partner (Little 1998; 

Sheldrick 1998). Women, specifically single mothers, faced the harshest outcomes of 

Spouse in the House and the enhanced verification process.
85

 These three policy changes 

also represented a distinct shift from the NDP’s original social democratic mandate 

towards a more punitive, authoritarian welfare model that discounted need and instead 

cast suspicion upon recipients, with special consequences for, and the stigmatization of, 

racialized immigrants and single mothers. 

The Ontario’s NDP government’s policy reforms were facilitated by harnessing 

the power and legitimacy of “experts,” an approach some critics have argued undermined 

the democratic process by excluding non-state actors like community organizers, anti-

poverty groups, frontline workers and advocates on welfare policies and reforms 

(Sheldrick 1998). This bureaucratization eroded the participatory and democratic politics 

that had previously included input from these groups (ibid). For instance, in May 1990, 

the Ontario NDP government established the Advisory Committee on the New Social 

                                                      

85
 These policies negatively affected single mothers because they were considered “high risk” and as such 

slated for “priority verification” of their case file. They had to provide proof of their children’s enrollment 

and attendance in school to the MCSS. Sole support parents had to report any changes to child and spousal 

support and were pressured to seek additional supports. Finally, allegations and suspicions had enormous 

consequences for single mothers who could be charged with fraud, lose custody of their children or be 

charged with overpayments (Ellsworth et al. 1994:20).  
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Assistance Legislation. The committee members included recipients of social assistance, 

community members, representatives from welfare offices, churches and business, as 

well as poverty advocates and labour organizers (ibid: 45). A product of the Liberal NDP 

coalitional government, they collaboratively worked to integrate policy recommendations 

made by the Ontario Social Assistance Review Committee [SARC] into the current social 

assistance program.
86

 Additionally the “Transitions” report produced by SARC portrayed 

a much more positive view of recipients and maintained that welfare should be a right 

available to all those in need. However, following the white paper “Turning Point” 

(1993), designated policy experts were encouraged to make systematic changes to 

welfare without consulting groups like SARC: 

The policy process moved away from a relatively open and democratic process to 

one that was insular and non-participatory. This was change [that] reflected the 

NDP's general turn away from participation, but was also the effect of the adoption 

of a post-Keynesian orientation to structures of representation within the state 

(Sheldrick 1998: 39).  

 

It is both ironic and tragic that a social democratic party, one that built its support 

from the poor and working class, would be the party to introduce the first neoliberal 

welfare policies to the province. While initially its progressive stances on poverty and 

unemployment translated into modest welfare rate increases,
87

 the NDP also established 

early neoliberal welfare surveillance, enacted disciplinary measures that initiated and set 

the groundwork for workfare, and implemented changes that raised questions regarding 

recipients’ rights to privacy. The NDP’s failure to live up to its election platform was 

                                                      

86
 See SARC (1988) Report of the Social Assistance Review Committee: Transitions.  

87
 Marion Boyd of the NDP faced criticisms from anti-poverty activists and the PC opposition when she 

announced a 1 percent increase to welfare rates which was below inflation and therefore did not actually 

translate as a real rate increase.  
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indicative of a global political and economic climate that gave pre-eminence to a perverse 

thesis that state welfare, rather than existing as a common good, actually was a key 

source of social ills and disorder. The media, conservatives and the public increasingly 

attacked the NDP for overspending on public services and being too lenient on the poor; 

this marked a distinct backlash against welfare. Increasingly, as the perverse neoliberal 

thesis became hegemonic, overly generous welfare provisions came to be seen as the 

reason for increased welfare rolls rather than the economic recession. The 1960s “war on 

poverty” had morphed into a war on the poor.  

3.6 Conclusion  

 

While Chapter 4 will interrogate what is “new” in neoliberalism, this chapter was 

dedicated to tracing its genealogy from colonial liberal laissez-faire welfare policy to the 

days leading up to the Mike Harris “common sense revolution.” It was found that much 

of the ideological imperatives of neoliberalism have a long history in Canada. Situating 

the development of early poverty policy in Ontario within the context of colonial 

expansion and white nation building, I outlined the prominent discourses, institutions and 

practices that determined how the poor were regulated. The principle of less eligibility, 

the perversity thesis, and deserving and undeserving discourses were infused with liberal 

laissez-faire ideology that shaped how colonial authorities oversaw the regulation of the 

poor. This section put forth the argument that the development of Houses of Industry and 

other state welfare institutions and practices worked to “other” certain categories of 

settlers and the colonized, designating who was most deserving of state relief and 
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assistance – unofficially, only those who were the most deserving (primarily white 

settlers) were eligible for state aid. Racialized immigrants, including newly freed Black 

slaves were excluded from access to the best land, jobs and state relief; they protected 

themselves, as best they could, from the vagaries of the market, through their own self-

help initiatives.  Indigenous peoples were subject to an entirely different set of state 

interventions from the reserve system to the Indian Act that tended to encourage their 

assimilation and/or make way for a “White” nation. The colonial state was heavily 

invested in racist biopolitics and racial purity: authorities encouraged white settlers to 

have many children to populate the colonies, whereas Aboriginal, (dis)abled, racialized, 

politically radicalized, unmarried, poor and “morally inferior” women were overtly 

excluded from becoming “mothers of the nation” because they did not fit the vision of a 

“white Canada.” 

The Keynesian welfare state was a response to the social crises of the Great 

Depression and tilted the liberal-democratic tradition towards an emphasis on social 

equality that tempered laissez-faire preoccupations with individual and market freedoms. 

Keynesianism liberalism still upheld individual freedom (legal rights, responsibilities) but 

it also recognized the structural tendency for capitalism to produce political and 

economic inequality. Unfortunately the Keynesian preoccupation with social equality 

proved fleeting. The Keynesian project remained incomplete and certain members of the 

population, including women and the racialized continued to feel the sting of an unjust 

and exclusionary welfare state.  
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With the election of the NDP during the 1990s recession, it seemed possible that 

Ontarians were rejecting the rising rhetoric of neoliberalism. However, as welfare benefit 

rates increased during the economic recession, so too did the caseloads. Soon, the NDP 

was facing criticisms from the Conservatives regarding overspending on public services 

while the deficit continued to increase. Right-wing politicians and media bashed the poor, 

claiming that there was widespread welfare fraud and that thousands were abusing the 

system. Rather than defend the economically marginalized, the NDP government planted 

the seeds of neoliberal welfare reforms and welfare surveillance, including introducing 

270 eligibility review officers, the white paper that introduced Joblink programs, 

enhanced verification systems, eligibility restrictions and spouse in the house rules. These 

changes undermined Keynesian welfare state principles and set the stage for the most 

severe welfare-state overhauls in Canadian history led by Mike Harris’ “Common Sense 

Revolution.”  
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Chapter 4 Neoliberal Welfare Reforms in Ontario, 1995-2015 

4.1 Introduction  

 

So what is new about the neoliberal welfare state? In what ways has the 

introduction of neoliberal administration, policies and practices within the Ontario 

welfare system altered the delivery of social assistance? In the pursuit of efficiency, 

public accountability and the streamlining of social services, welfare in Ontario has been 

transformed by “modernization,” automation, business partnerships, semi-privatization 

and technological overhauls. This chapter presents the context of some of the central 

developments (ideological, legislative and technological) that have rebranded Ontario’s 

social safety net as “Ontario Works.” The neoliberal era of welfare in Ontario has seen 

the use of technology, semi-privatization and technocratization to undermine Keynesian 

efforts to build a robust public welfare state that was originally designed to offset 

economic crises and ward off social unrest by offering the working class state protection 

from unemployment. The ideological transformation of Ontario’s welfare system has 

resulted in the voices of caseworkers, anti-poverty advocates and recipients being 

silenced. A new emphasis on ending “welfare dependency” and “individual 

responsibility” trumped social needs. Moreover, in the 1990s, the Ontario Progressive 

Conservative (PC) government introduced new welfare surveillance practices to augment 

the technological advances initiated by anti-fraud and workfare policies. This 

significantly altered the purpose of social assistance by giving it more disciplinary, 

surveillance and regulatory functions. A neoliberal agenda has systematically altered the 



 

135 

 

 

 

work of caseworkers, forced anti-poverty activists to fight for quick fix programs that 

cannot address systemic problems and left recipients, especially single mothers and the 

racialized, feeling more regulated (and degraded) than ever due to workfare requirements 

and new anti-fraud surveillance technologies. One cannot help but think that the 

developers of nineteenth-century laissez-faire welfare institutions would not only applaud 

and agree with the political preoccupations of their neoliberal successors but would be 

astounded by all of the technological instruments at their disposal to achieve their aims. 

To understand these transformations, I review the PC government’s “Common 

Sense Revolution,” noting the specific modifications introduced to the welfare system. I 

ask, what socio-political context needed to be in place to allow this extreme neoliberal 

overhaul? The second section addresses this question by examining media coverage of 

poverty and politicians’ public statements about impoverished individuals. Specifically, I 

address the PC government’s “war on the poor” and the stereotyping and othering 

processes that intersected with nationality, gender, race and class. The third section 

investigates the semi-privatized outsourcing agreement with the corporation Accenture 

which was hired to develop and overhaul the welfare system’s entire technological 

apparatus, ushering in a modernized and automated approach dedicated to surveilling 

recipients and weeding out the undeserving. The neoliberal assault on the welfare state 

did not end with the election of the Liberal Party in 2003. The fourth section of this 

chapter examines the Liberals’ complicity and continuation of neoliberal business 

practices and the strengthening of the welfare surveillance apparatus. While the Liberals 

implemented poverty-reduction strategies, they also pursued significant cuts and 
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alterations to discretionary benefits and continued the trend towards the “modernization” 

of social assistance. 

4.2 The Progressive Conservative Government’s Neoliberal ‘Common Sense Revolution,’ 

1995–2002 

 

Elected in 1995, Mike Harris’s Ontario PC government campaigned on an 

explicitly neoconservative and neoliberal platform that appealed to taxpayers and 

corporations, rejected Keynesianism and NDP social democratic values and encouraged 

the mythology that the poor and unemployed were to blame for their own economic 

situation. Harris’ government promised a “Common Sense Revolution” that would pull 

Ontario out of the recession through deficit reduction, lower taxes and budget cuts to 

public government programs (Harris 1994; see Table 4). This new “common sense” 

vowed that a reduction in public spending (welfare, health, education), the privatization 

and outsourcing of public services, deregulation (less government oversight and tax 

breaks for corporations) and re-regulation of the poor (discipline, anti-fraud, surveillance 

of risky populations, zero-tolerance policies, criminalization of poverty) would resolve 

Ontario’s economic stagnation. The main planks of Harris’ welfare reforms were as 

follows: to reduce welfare costs by cutting welfare rates by 21.6%; to reduce welfare 

dependency by enforcing job training or placements through workfare; to crack down on 

welfare fraud via anti-fraud measures such as welfare fraud hotlines and Eligibility 

Review Officers, zero-tolerance policies and lifetime bans for fraud; to legislate the 

Ontario Works Act 1997 that would symbolize the shift from General Welfare to Ontario 
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Works; and to modernize and semi-privatize social services via new surveillance 

technologies by partnering with the corporation Accenture.  

 

Table 4 Conservative Government Social Assistance and Poverty Reduction 

Timeline 

Ontario Conservative Government Premier Mike Harris (1995–2002) 
 

Year Welfare Trends and Proposed 
Legislation  

Legislative and Policy Outcomes 

1995 Workfare, rate reductions, anti-
fraud  

The Ontario Works Act 1997 is introduced 
as the new welfare model in Ontario.  

1995 Rate cuts of 21.6% (down from 
$663 for singles to $520) 

Up to 500,000 welfare cases terminated 
(1995–2002), due to ineligibility under the 
new eligibility criteria and Spouse in the 
House rules.  

1997 Ontario Works Act 1997 800 new rules, regulations and directives 
are implemented in the OWA 1997.  

1997 Modernization, Business 
Transformation Project (BTP) 

$180 million contract with Accenture to 
develop new SDMT technology as the new 
case management tool.  

 
1997 

New technology: SDMT SDMT is the primary mechanism to deter 
and catch welfare fraud, creates ongoing 
surveillance and is structured in real time.  

1997 New technology: MECA Third-party information sharing across 
multiple jurisdictions: Canada Tax 
Revenue, Equifax, Ministry of 
Transportation, credit bureaus etc.  

1997 Ontario Works Act 1997 Work for welfare program introduces 
Participation Agreements to ensure that 
recipients are following the program 
mandates (i.e. work related activities).  

1997 Workfare and anti-fraud 
measures 

New rules include any income from 
employment derived while on assistance is 
deducted dollar for dollar off the 
recipient’s monthly benefits for first 3 
months of employment.  

1997 Anti-Fraud, Welfare Fraud Anonymous fraud hotlines are introduced 
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Hotlines to encourage the public to report welfare 
fraud.  

1997 Anti-Fraud, Redefining ‘Spouse’ Spouse in the House rules implemented 
that reduce cohabitation for singles from 3 
years to 3 months. Recipients required to 
fill out a “Spouse in the House” 
Questionnaire as part of the eligibility 
intake criteria.   

1998 New technology, CVP  The CVP increases the frequency of case 
reviews that were previously time based 
to a risk-based criteria resulting in more 
file reviews.  

1998 Special Diet Allowance (SDA)  The SDA is introduced to give a maximum 
of $250/month to recipients who are 
eligible as a means to increase their ability 
to meet their dietary and health needs. A 
doctor or nurse must sign off on the 
recipient’s SDA form.  

1999 Safe Streets Act Prohibits “aggressive” 
soliciting/panhandling. The Act targeted 
homeless youth.   

2000 Anti-Fraud measures Zero Tolerance Policy if convicted of fraud 
could result in permanently ineligible of 
social assistance in Ontario, fines and 
criminalization.  

2000 Streamline casework, study 
caseworkers’ efficiency  

Accenture software used to record and 
analyze caseworkers’ keystrokes.  

2001 Locating biological fathers for 
child support  

OW introduces Location Service Workers 
and Family Review Officers to locate 
biological fathers and enforce child 
support payments.  

2001 Workfare, address barriers to 
employment 

Addictions Services Initiative is 
implemented to provide voluntary 
counselling for recipients who have 
addictions. In cases where the recipients 
capacity to fulfill workfare mandates are 
questionable, caseworkers can issue a  
drug test. 

2002 Modernization, two-step intake 
process 

1st stage preliminary assessment over the 
phone, available in English and French. 
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The  2nd stage intake includes a face-to-
face interview. Interviews can last up to 
two hours.  

 

The PC government’s welfare reforms were among the harshest and most 

dramatic overhauls of social assistance in Canadian history (Abell 2001; Baker 1997; 

Balfour and Comack 2004; Brodie 1996; Caragata 2003; Chunn and Gavigan 2004, 

2006a; Fitzgerald 2004; Fudge and Cossman 2002; Gavigan and Chun 2007; Johnson 

2010; Little 2001; Mirchandani and Chan 2007; Mosher et al. 2004; Power 2005; Snider 

2006; Swanson 2001; Torjman 1996). Harris enacted a series of reforms that would 

immediately address the high welfare caseloads and alleged fraud. In 1995, welfare rates 

were cut by a staggering 21.6 percent. The legislative overhaul of welfare in Ontario also 

enacted significant bureaucratic developments by introducing over 800 new rules. 

Eligibility criteria became more stringent and applicants’ assets, including property, had 

to be liquidated before they could apply for welfare. Recipients were penalized (and 

criminalized) if they attempted to “top up” their welfare cheques with part-time work. 

Welfare fraud hotlines were introduced. Risk criteria were developed to flag cases based 

on the likelihood of the individual committing fraud. Finally, Spouse in the House rules 

restricted single mothers’ freedom to test out new relationships by altering the time frame 

permitted for cohabitation status (from a three-year co-residency to three months) and 

implemented a heteronormative and moralistic questionnaire to test whether or not single 

mothers were in fact “single.”
88

 The Harris government justified its actions by claiming 

                                                      

88
 As mentioned, some of these policy reforms were implemented by the NDP. However, the PC 

government institutionalized these policies in the legally binding Ontario Works Act 1997.  
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Spouse in the House rules would save them millions of dollars by forcing single-status 

individuals into couple status and thereby limiting the household to one welfare cheque. 

The Ministry of Community and Social Services (MCSS) reported more than a 50 

percent reduction in welfare rolls from 1,379,300 in 1994 (12.7% of the population) to 

687,000 (5.7% of the population) in 2002 (Gabel et al. 2004: 24). Consequently, since 

June 1995, 620,000 individuals left welfare following the neoliberal welfare reforms 

enacted by Harris (MCFCS 2003a).  

4.2.1 Implementing Workfare in Ontario 

 

Workfare was symbolic of the neoliberal reforms and their insistence on 

individualizing poverty and disciplining the poor. Harris, for his part, was proud to 

introduce Ontario Works as the first mandatory work-for-welfare program in Canada.
89

 

Workfare was designed to create efficient, job-ready individuals through a host of 

employment and training programmes, life skills assessments, placement agencies and 

public-private partnerships. An example of a public-private partnership is the Regent 

Park Revitalization Project approved by the City of Toronto in July 2003. Regent Park 

Employment Services partnered with the Toronto Community Housing Corporation 

[TCHC] to physically “renew” the property as well as establish employment services to 

address the employment needs of the community (City of Toronto 2015; TCHC 2015a).
90

 

                                                      

89
 Quebec already had a voluntary work-for-welfare program. 

90
 Specifically, TCHC has promoted their relationships with private development partners, and that the 

retail space that FreshCo, Sobeys, Rogers, Tim Horton’s, RBC and Main Drug Mart will employ more than 

755 individuals (TCHC 2015). These companies will rent retail space at this property, and they have made 

promises to employ from within the local community.  
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Of the 755 jobs promised, most ended up being low-paying service-sector jobs in grocery 

stores and coffee shops (TCHC 2015).  

The implications of workfare are significant – it is akin to the “modernization” of 

the nineteenth-century houses of industry. This time, however, an entire industry of 

delivery agencies, broker agencies, non-profits, private companies and public-private 

partnerships were harnessed to resurrect the principle of less eligibility. Workfare itself 

has become a profitable industry. For instance, broker and delivery agents work with OW 

and private companies to match low-income labour with various businesses (often large 

corporations such as fast food chains and call centres), meeting the needs of capital by 

supplying a constant pool of cheap labour (Vaillancourt 2010: 67). Julie Vaillancourt’s 

investigation of workfare in Ontario found that broker agencies are usually social service 

agencies that already exist within a community; all they have to do is apply to Ontario 

Works to become an official broker (ibid). Whether or not these agencies are equipped 

with the training and staff to work with vulnerable populations is unknown and 

worrisome. OW legislation notes that delivery agents or brokers work “directly with an 

employer to identify employment opportunities and match the participant [recipient] to a 

job” (OW DIR 8.5: 1). Their activities include screening and matching services to 

employers, job development, outreach with potential employers and provision of hiring 

assistance, work that caseworkers, specifically OW employment counsellors already do 

(ibid:2). A closer look at the OW mandates of such agencies and brokers, however, 

reveals another layer of surveillance. For instance, brokers are expected to comply with 

OW legislation and “monitor and provide information to delivery agents on a regular and 
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timely basis; and collect information in an appropriate and verifiable manner” (ibid: 3, 

emphasis added). Yet this surveillance is expressed in the “best interest” and “welfare” of 

the “clients” ultimately erasing the regulatory aspects of these forms of scrutiny.  

As well, there are several incentives that are provided to employers who hire an 

OW recipient. For instance, the Toronto Employment and Social Services [TESS] has 

agreements with organizations to deliver employment services: “we purchase 

employment and training programs that address a wide range of employment needs…” 

(TESS 2015a). In fact, an entire division has been implemented in Toronto called the 

Divisional Purchase of Employment Services that specifically “aim[s] to ensure that a 

range of high quality customized, and responsive programs, addressing Ontario Works 

clients’ diverse needs, are available” (ibid). Working with OW, the TESS also offers 

several incentives for employers who hire OW recipients such as the “Investing in 

Neighbourhoods” program that can provide funding for up to one full year of wages for 

OW recipients working in non-profit organizations (ibid). Employers may also be eligible 

to receive up to $4,500 to offset supervision and training costs associated with taking on a 

new employee. Further, during the first six months of employment the province of 

Ontario covers the Workplace Safety and Insurance Board [WSIB] premiums. Lastly, 

human resources supports are available during the first six months of employment (TESS 

2015b, 2015c). But we know little about the relationships between the recipients and the 

broker agencies.  

Placements are not always the best fit for recipients but because broker and 

delivery agencies receive “compensation” based on their performance “as it relates to 
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their activities and/or outcomes” (i.e. permanent or long-term jobs) disagreements about 

the training may arise between the recipient and the broker agency. As such, pressure is 

placed on the “participant” to comply with employer expectations and to continue in 

placements that may not meet their needs or match their skill sets. The recipient’s 

participation, on the other hand, benefits the employer who may receive financial 

incentives and broker agencies who also receive financial compensations. Compliance 

with workfare is strict: “Recipients who fail to honour their participation agreements are 

subject to financial penalties,” including benefit reductions for families and cancelled 

benefits for singles (MCFCS 2003b:23). A review of the structure of the OW job 

placement programs with broker agencies and employers reveals significant imbalances 

of power that appear to benefit the employers and broker agencies over the needs (both 

training and financial) of the recipient. Moreover, the lack of consistent reporting on the 

part of municipalities and the plethora of patchwork employment programs (workfare) 

across Ontario has made it impossible, even for OW, to assess whether or not workfare 

policies have been a success. 
91

 

                                                      

91
 Since OW’s offices differ across municipalities and funding resources, and many municipalities neglect 

to publish any statistics regarding the outcomes of their programs, it is largely unclear how many 

individuals are involved in job placements and how effective they are across Ontario. Moreover, every 

municipality develops their own employment programs for OW recipients. For instance, Toronto has the 

Investing in Neighbours program, Kingston has OW Employment Placement and Community Placement 

Opportunities and Peterborough has Employment Placements services. I was able to locate information 

from the City of Toronto’s 2014 Budget for Toronto Employment Social Services; the report shows that on 

average the city services 101,000 Torontonians per month, that their operating budget is $1, 172, 129 

million, that they followed up on all allegations of fraud (10,000 in total), that 30,000 recipients left OW for 

employment or started a job placement and that average monthly administrative cost per case was $224, the 

lowest in Ontario (City of Toronto 2014b: 2). The City of Peterborough’s 2015 Budget provides some 

information about their caseloads but not as detailed as Toronto. Peterborough’s operating budget is $3.9 

million and in 2014 they served 3962 recipients (City of Peterborough 2014: 119). In terms of costs per 

month per case they estimate $689.58, significantly higher than Toronto, which may be the reason that their 
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Workfare changes in the regulation of welfare recipients shows us that welfare 

recipients are embedded in a neoliberal ideological context that makes private companies 

and businesses the primary beneficiaries of state supports. This facilitates an expansion of 

surveillance as private companies participate in monitoring recipients “progress.” 

Moreover, OW participants on workfare placements were are denied the right to unionize 

and made ineligible for employment benefits (as it would violate the OW benefits and 

drug card stipulations). Clearly, recipients were treated as a different class of workers 

with fewer rights and protections. Through workfare policies the provincial government 

found ways to satisfy the interests of businesses, employers and delivery and broker 

agencies by promising that there was profit to be made in assigning poor people to 

various low- paying, non-unionized, precarious, service-sector jobs.
92

 Undeniably, the 

Ontario Works Act 1997 and workfare altered the delivery and philosophy of welfare on 

all fronts. How did the Ontario PC government accomplish such a drastic change in 

Ontario’s social safety net?  

4.2.2 The PC Government’s ‘War on the Poor’ 

 

                                                                                                                                                              

operating budget is larger. The 2014 budget for the city of Kingston recommended $100,065,163 for all 

Community Services expenditures; $3,271, 171 was recommended for Administration and Employment 

Assistance and $2, 393,019 recommended for social assistance (which was down by over a million dollars 

from the 2013 budget) (City of Kingston 2014c: 4-5). I was unable to locate any additional information 

about OW job placement rates in Kingston or Peterborough.  
92

 Limbert and Bullock’s (2005) research on welfare racism in the U.S. found seven key ways welfare 

benefits the rich: it maintains a cheap, available labour supply; it creates surveillance profits for 

corporations; it acts as “racial population control” (to maintain the elite race); it fosters an in-group sense of 

entitlement; it scapegoats the poor; it absolves the state of responsibility; and pits the working and middle 

classes against the poor while diverting attention away from the state and the elites who benefit from this 

marginalization (266).  
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Jean Swanson’s (2001) pivotal book Poor Bashing: The Politics of Exclusion 

traces the changing conceptions of poverty in the last decade of the twentieth-century. 

She documents the media and political campaigns that criticized the poor for being lazy, 

dependent individuals and notes that Harris’s war on the poor intensified these negative 

stereotypes. Women, specifically single mothers, were often targeted in the media. 

Swanson notes that Harris “abolished a $37-a-month allowance for pregnant mothers on 

welfare, saying ‘What we’re making sure is that those dollars don’t go to beer, don’t go 

to something else’ ” (ibid: 103). The “Common Sense Revolution” was drawing upon a 

neoliberal playbook that had its roots in 1980s Reaganite politics (Harris 1994). 

Republican icon Ronald Reagan was famous for his conservative economic policies 

(“Reaganomics”), the “War on Drugs” and his poor-bashing attitudes. It was Reagan who 

popularized the slur “welfare queen” during his presidential campaign. He constructed a 

loathsome figure:  

She has fifteen names, thirty addresses, twelve Social Security cards, and is 

collecting veteran’s benefits on four non-existing deceased husbands. And she is 

collecting Social Security on her cards. She’s [getting] Medicaid, getting food 

stamps, and … collecting welfare under each of her names (The New York Times 

1976: 51). 

  

Julilly Kohler-Hausmann (2007), whose research traces these “common sense” 

justifications for neoliberal welfare reforms in the U.S., asserts that stereotypes of the 

“lazy, sexually promiscuous, African American women who spawned the criminal 

‘culture of poverty,’” made “welfare queens” the normalizing assumption for all who 

struggled to live on state relief (329; also see Galabuzi 2010; Mirichandani and Chan 

2007; Schram 2002). Kohler-Hausmann further claims that these sexist and racist 



 

146 

 

 

 

stereotypes were “integral in rationalizing the elimination of the federal welfare program” 

in the U.S. (2007: 329). Harris’ welfare reforms were so dramatic that, in the late 1990s, 

poverty and labour activists declared that the Conservatives were waging a “war on the 

poor” (OCAP 2001). Even the Liberals publically criticized Harris’ reforms to social 

assistance as a “war on the poor” and promised that if elected they would attempt to undo 

the damage to the social safety net (Babbage 2013).  

The PC campaign against welfare fraud in Ontario adopted similar stereotypes to 

those circulating in the U.S. Moreover, PC politicians repeatedly inflated the scope of 

fraud in the province. Opposition-party politicians critiqued both tactics. For instance, in 

the early 1990s, the Ontario NDP exposed the PC’s use of inaccurate statistics that 

claimed that one in five welfare recipients engaged in fraud; subsequent research 

suggested that less than one percent took advantage of the system (Chunn and Gavigan 

2006; Little 1998; Mosher and Hermer 2005). In 2000, Dick Stewart, then Commissioner 

of Social Services in the Ottawa region, was quoted by the CBC, stating, “[i]n this region 

[Ottawa] last year there were 59 convictions for social assistance fraud, as determined by 

the courts. So it’s not a huge problem” (CBC 2000). At Queen’s Park the Liberal 

opposition also publically “condemned anti-fraud measures.” Liberal MPP Dominic 

Agostino said, “the message they’ve sent out to the people of Ontario is that if you are a 

welfare recipient, you are a potential criminal” (Crone 1995a). Moreover, Marilyn 

Churley from the NDP “accused the government of ‘poor bashing.’ Ms. Churley said if it 

wants to save money, the government should rethink a controversial contract it has with 

Andersen Consulting [later renamed Accenture] for the streamlining of the welfare 

http://search.proquest.com.proxy.queensu.ca/docview/240346712/806D16D5C7534AAEPQ/4?accountid=6180
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program” (Lindgren 2000). Single mothers, specifically single mothers of colour and 

immigrant mothers, were targeted as the primary culprits of welfare abuse, welfare fraud 

and “double dipping.” Bannerji (2000) suggests that targeting women and people of 

colour was no coincidence: 

Seen as a burden on the state and the economy; that is, on the more competent, 

economically productive, masculinized ‘tax payer’. The welfare recipient is often 

portrayed as ‘she’ – a ‘welfare mother’ or a ‘single mother’. Thanks to the 

combined effort of the state and the media, poverty is ‘feminized’. It is seen as 

located in women’s own social subjectivity, as their own creation (1).  

 

Little, it seems, had changed from nineteenth-century attitudes of new poor laws that 

pinpointed women and the racialized as “other” and undeserving of state supports and the 

right to mother. Anxiety surrounding the supposed erosion of the heteronormative, 

patriarchal family continued to influence social policy. 

Several Canadian and American anti-racist scholars have documented how media, 

political and public attitudes have facilitated the criminalization of poor, racialized 

communities (Bannerji 2000; Crocker and Johnson 2010; Galabuzi 2006, 2010; Limbert 

and Bullock 2005; Mirichandani and Chan 2007, 2008; Neubeck and Cazenave 2002; 

Schram et al. 2003; Thobani 2007). Media stereotyping of racialized communities, 

particularly in Toronto,
93

 had a significant impact on Ontario’s public debates around 

what should be done about welfare fraud. Media stories focused on stereotyping 

                                                      

93
 I conducted interviews with OW caseworkers, activists and single mothers in Toronto for several 

important reasons. Toronto is the second-largest social assistance delivery agent in North America. Toronto 

caseloads comprise more than 50 percent of Ontario’s caseloads. Queen’s Park has been the site of some of 

the largest anti-poverty mobilizations. The policy decisions that are enacted in Queen’s Park have an 

impact on the rest of Ontario locals and the general public’s attitudes towards poverty and welfare 

recipients. I also informally interviewed and met with three OW bureaucrats in Toronto who asked not to be 

recorded and that their comments were “off the record.”  
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immigrants who were allegedly committing welfare fraud and were therefore seen as a 

“drain” on the system. The Ottawa Citizen published an article “Fear and loathing in a 

foreign land: A discredited federal report on welfare fraud unleashes racist hatred on 

Somalis in Ottawa,” and noted the increasing racist allegations of fraud levelled at the 

Somali community. Hibo, a Somali woman, shared her story with The Ottawa Citizen of 

being harassed in public by strangers:  

Hibo was wheeling her grocery cart through Loblaw’s recently when she was 

approached by two men who asked her if she was Somali. How can you afford to 

buy so much food, they asked, surveying her groceries. You’re probably one of 

those Somali welfare cheats, said one of the men. ‘Why don’t you go back home, 

we don’t need you here,’ the other added (Miller 1993).  

The discourse of deserving and non-deserving poor is clear from these men’s nationalistic 

and racist slurs directed at Hibo. 

Many of the classist and racially charged media stories failed to mention 

structural issues of poverty like racism in the job market and the lack of good, stable, 

unionized jobs following the recession, thereby shaping the public’s perceptions and 

beliefs about low-income communities. Somalia refugees were publically blamed for 

welfare fraud by Liberal leader Lyn McLeod: “This group is importing refugees to 

systematically pillage our vulnerable and exposed social welfare systems in an attempt to 

raise funds to support clan interests in the struggle for power in Somalia” (The Gazette 

[Montreal] 1993: B7). The Somali community was outraged. At a news conference at the 

Ontario Legislature, Mohamed Hassan, alongside John Clarke from OCAP, responded, 

“[McLeod is] looking for a scapegoat and she's picking on Somalis because we are an 
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easy target at this time […] But to single out an ethnic group is not the Canadian way” 

(Goodman 1993:A3). Moreover, the CBC received a copy of the welfare fraud report and 

found that the report documented seven cases of confirmed welfare fraud; the impacts of 

McLeod’s comments, however, would contribute to a damaging racist backlash against 

Toronto’s 40,000 Somali Canadians, many of whom were recent immigrants (ibid).  

Yet in spite of racist and inaccurate welfare fraud reports being challenged, and 

growing concerns among frontline social service workers, ethnic community 

organizations, anti-poverty activists, welfare recipients and advocates, the Harris 

government continued its anti-welfare campaign. For instance, Harris erected a sign 

outside of Bruce County that read, “Welfare Ontario, population 1,337,617” referencing 

the high welfare rolls in Ontario (Crone 1995b). Speaking to media during his visit, 

however, Harris admitted that he was unaware of how many individuals were receiving 

welfare in Bruce County and did not know the fraud rates of the area (ibid). Regardless of 

his ignorance, Harris stated, “[t]he system is so bad that you don’t even have to cheat to 

get something that is out of control. Paying people to stay home and do nothing is out of 

control” (ibid). In another media interview, he “defended his government’s welfare cuts 

as the first step toward changing the collective mind-set of welfare recipients” 

(Monsebraaten 1995: C1, emphasis added).  Harris stated, “[w]e believe the whole 

welfare system needed to be restructured,” and added that the PC government’s efforts 

were aimed at “breaking the cycle of dependence and encouraging a work ethic and 

encouraging able-bodied people to view welfare as something temporary and not a 
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lifestyle” (as quoted in Monsebraaten 1995: C1, emphasis added). These quotes 

demonstrate the hostile poor-bashing stereotypes that have shaped neoliberal policy since 

the 1990s.  

The correlation between the erosion of the Keynesian welfare state and the 

criminalization of poverty under neoliberalism is important to note. As a central election 

platform, the PC Harris government promised to eradicate welfare fraud and once elected 

this promise became the main justification for the government to introduce “modern” 

surveillance technologies that could deter fraud as well as catch recipients committing 

fraud. This strategy was not solely about deterrence, it was explicitly linked to the 

criminalization of the poor. Specifically, Harris’ zero tolerance policies, the welfare fraud 

hotlines and the lifetime bans on social assistance if convicted of fraud, were clearly 

linked to criminalization and a “get tough on crime” mind-set. Feminist criminologists 

and social legal scholars have theorized the correlation between the dismantling of the 

welfare state and the increased surveillance and criminalization of marginalized groups as 

non-coincidental, but rather a strategy to increase and justify regulation over certain 

“othered” groups (Balfour and Comack 2004, 2006; Balfour 2006; Boritch 1997; Chunn 

and Gavigan 2004; FAFIA 2001; Hannah Moffat 2000; Little 2003; McCorkel 2004; 

Mirchandani and Chan 2007; Mosher and Hermer 2005; Pat and Kilroy 2005; Swanson 

2001). Legal discourse was essential in framing welfare (and welfare recipients) as 

“criminal”; Chunn and Gavigan claim the discursive shift “from welfare fraud to welfare 

as fraud, thereby linking poverty, welfare and crime” (2004: 219). While welfare rates 
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were clawed back, surveillance and criminalization of the poor significantly increased, 

indicating a “shift in direction of increased surveillance and criminalization of welfare 

recipients, notably women on welfare, [which] illustrates that the (coercive form of) 

criminal law and (the regulatory form of) welfare law are inseparable” (ibid: 230).  

Noting the pervasive media and public officials’ portrayal of welfare recipients as 

potentially fraudulent and criminal, “the receipt of social assistance itself has become 

criminalized through the category of welfare fraud” (Mosher and Hermer 2005: 9). 

Socio-legal scholars Mosher and Hermer locate welfare fraud in a “wider shift” of 

welfare state restructuring where the poor became labelled as “non-deserving” in order to 

defend the “moral condemnation and intensive policing and punishment” (2005:5). 

Statistics gathered for their report for the Law Commission of Canada show that in 2001-

2002 there was only a 0.1 percent of fraud convictions out of 38,000 investigations 

(Mosher and Hermer 2005:6).  

The city of Toronto’s report “Update on the Provincial Zero Tolerance Policy for 

Social Assistance Fraud” presents additional evidence that Harris’ anti-fraud measures 

were punitive, unnecessary and excessive citing potential human rights violations. In 

early October 2002, the city of Toronto adopted a clause without amendments from the 

Community Services Committee asking the province to “reconsider” the lifetime ban and 

zero tolerance policies for recipients convicted for welfare fraud (Council of the city of 

Toronto 2002). The report references the frequency of fraud reports and the outcomes of 

such reports highlighting minimal rates of fraud actually occurring (ibid: 5). 

Unambiguously, the report notes: 
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In nearly 80 percent of the 11,800 allegations reviewed by the TSS [Toronto 

Social Services], the allegations were found to be untrue, the information 

provided to the Division, often through the fraud hotline, was incomplete or 

inaccurate….The overwhelming majoring of the remaining reviews (19.0 %) also 

produced no evidence of intent to defraud the program (ibid: 5, emphasis added).  

 

The report continues to say that in 2001, the Fraud Review Unit found 117 cases of fraud 

or 1.0 percent of the 11,800 fraud allegations, of those 95 referrals were made to the 

police for criminal charges (ibid). What this also tells us is that the welfare fraud hotlines 

may have actually created additional work for caseworkers and Fraud Unit workers. I 

would further argue that the welfare fraud hotlines, based on the above city council 

report, actually end up costing the government more money because of the extensive 

work that goes into reviewing each fraud tip.  

Commenting on the lack of structural analysis of poverty and racism during 

Ontario’s welfare reforms, scholar Grace Edward Galabuzi (2010) suggests that “there is 

a disturbing silence when it comes to talking about the structural nature of poverty and its 

root causes, even in the midst of an economic recession. There is also a deep denial about 

the racialized and gendered characteristics of the deepening problem of poverty in 

Canada” (78). Bannerji extends her anti-racist analysis to the juncture of multiculturalism 

and welfare reform, claiming that Canada’s commitment to multiculturalism in the late 

twentieth century actually perpetuated “othering” and erased systemic forms of 

oppression (2000). Multiculturalism, Bannerji insists, “was an apparatus which 

rearranged questions of social justice, of unemployment and racism, into issues of 

cultural diversity and focused on symbols of religion, on so-called tradition. Thus 

immigrants were ethicized, culturalized and mapped into traditional/ethnic communities” 
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(2000: 45). This further divided impoverished communities and pitted the working poor, 

racialized individuals and single mothers against one another.   

This is a good place to revisit Spivak’s (1985) theorization of the “other” in the 

context of racist poor-bashing during the dismantling of the Keynesian welfare state in 

Ontario in the 1990s. As reviewed in Chapter 2, othering is a practice that has been 

shaping deserving and non-deserving hierarchies within welfare state ideology in Ontario 

since the early poor laws of the nineteenth century (O’Connell 2013). Othering resonates 

strongly with Stuart Hall’s definition of stereotyping: 

Stereotyping, in other words, is part of the maintenance of social and symbolic 

order. It sets up a symbolic frontier between the ‘normal’ and the ‘deviant,’ the 

‘normal’ and the ‘pathological,’ the ‘acceptable’ and the unacceptable,’ what 

‘belongs’ and what does not or is ‘Other,’ between ‘insiders’ and ‘outsiders,’ Us 

and Them” (Hall 2013: 229).  

 

The “welfare queen” stereotype marshalled a precedent for the constant regulation, 

discipline and surveillance of racialized, single welfare mothers in order to keep them “in 

line” and “on track” (Power 2005; Schram 2002: 84, 167). However, despite neoliberal 

pundits’ claims that the ultimate goal of this regulation is to promote the “ideal mother,” 

(in itself a heteronormative and racialized ideal) in actuality it was an effort to produce 

good market citizens who are independent, efficient, self-sufficient and employable 

individuals. Unlike how single mothers were constructed under Ontario Mother’s 

Allowance in the 1920s, single mothers were supposed to maintain their “ideal mother” 

status while also engaging full-time as workers and consumers.  
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 “Othering” through gender, race and class was a discursive strategy utilized by 

the PC government to justify a major ideological transformation of welfare in Ontario. 

Othering stereotypes about motherhood, poverty, morality, sexuality and fraud 

concurrently framed single-mother welfare recipients as deviant. Shifting the focus from 

market instabilities and state responsibilities onto the individual is extremely convenient 

for conservative governments who promote neoliberal overhauls. As Galabuzi (2010) 

claims, “using mothers as scapegoats fits with cultural explanations from crime in a 

period of panic; racializing and classing criminality reinforces racialized and/or 

immigrant underclass that exists outside of the bounds of normal Canadian behaviour” 

(86). As a result, racist and sexist stereotypes further entrench divisions among the poor 

and working poor, who turn their gaze inward and blame the “other” rather than a 

capitalist system and a conservative government that perpetuates labour market 

inequalities along class, gender and racial lines.    

4.2.3 Accenture, Privatization and Outsourcing 

 

In 1995, the PC government met with Accenture, a private corporation 

specializing in software design and information technology to discuss plans to 

“modernize” Ontario’s welfare services (Accenture 2010a; Ewart 2001). Previously 

known as the Anderson Corporation, Accenture is a multibillion-dollar, offshore 

company. With more than 75,000 employees in more than 110 offices in 47 countries and 

headquartered in the tax haven of Bermuda, Accenture delivers a wide range of 

consulting, technology and outsourcing services. Accenture’s bid won the MCSS request 
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for proposals to develop new surveillance technologies to modernize welfare services in 

Ontario. According to Richard Girard the executive director of the Polaris Institute, “ 

[t]wo other key areas of Accenture’s consulting practice are promoting the privatization 

of government services through Government Outsourcing Consulting and the 

introduction of business language and processes into those government services that 

remain public through Customer Relationship Management [CRM] (this is done in part 

through the promotion of the idea that users of government services are customers or 

clients, rather that citizens)” (2003: 2, emphasis added).
94

 According to Girard, 

Accenture is especially proud of their role in the privatization of publically-funded social 

services and outsourcing in the area of welfare services; this has included “computer 

systems design and network creation and management” (ibid).  

In 1997, the MCSS and Accenture signed their first contract – the Business 

Transformation Project [BTP], under the Common Cause Procurement [CCP] – to 

develop the Service Delivery Model Technology (SDMT). According to conservative 

supporters, the CCP “is a fundamentally new way for governments to hire services in a 

competitive-bidding process that establishes a contractual relationship designed to deliver 

high quality solutions that are innovative, timely, and capable of meeting evolving needs” 

(Thomasian 1999:1). The CCP ideologically falls in line with Harris’ “Common Sense 

Revolution,” indicating a normalization of private business interests and sources of 

                                                      

94
 The Canadian Business Network states: “Customer relationship management is a strategy for 

understanding your customers and their needs in order to optimize your interactions with them. This 

philosophy leverages technology to create stronger relationships with former, current and prospective 

customers while maximizing your marketing and customer service capabilities.” 

(http://www.canadabusiness.ca/eng/page/2650/).   

http://www.canadabusiness.ca/eng/page/2650/
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revenue within welfare services, thereby reducing the role of government in managing 

the poor as well as placing responsibility of poverty onto individuals. Since Ontario was 

still recovering from the recession, the government did not have the finances to cover all 

of Accenture’s costs up front. As such, the CCP contract stipulated that the MCSS pay 

Accenture $180 million dollars up front and become a business partner in the promised 

“savings.” These savings would be extracted from terminated caseloads and streamlined 

services – these savings would go towards paying Accenture for their overhauls. 

Consequently, for the first time in Ontario’s history, social services became dependent 

upon private companies to guide the philosophy, direction, mandates and delivery of 

welfare provisions. In other words, Accenture, not welfare recipients or the OW workers, 

would be the primary beneficiary of neoliberal welfare reforms.  

The Ontario government attributes the modernization of social assistance to the 

corporation Accenture for developing the Service Delivery Model Technology (SDMT) 

and Consolidated Verification Process (CVP) technologies that formed the basis of the 

new Ontario Works system. In 2002, after the completion of the Business Transformation 

Project, Accenture’s website, publications and media engagements clearly stated the 

company’s goals in promoting and investing in government outsourcing and privatization 

(CUPE 2003; Girard 2003). Prior to Ontario’s engagement with Accenture, the Canadian 

Union of Public Employees [CUPE], representing over 11,000 OW caseworkers across 

the province of Ontario, warned the MCSS about the company’s shady history and 

practices. It was no coincidence that Accenture rebranded itself and dropped its former 

name, the Anderson Corporation, after the U.S. media reported that Anderson was guilty 
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of widespread corruption and negligence while overhauling Ohio’s Welfare Services, 

Nebraska’s Social Services Programs and New York’s Child Monitory Computer System 

(CUPE 2003).
95

 A caseworker whom I interviewed spoke about the CUPE’s findings:  

When they were deciding who [to partner with] the union did background 

information on Accenture and…did a huge presentation showing that they 

[Accenture] were negligent out West and they [the MCSS] still went with 

Accenture and hence the huge problems…[It was a] waste, huge waste (CW1-11).
 
 

 

Despite these warnings from frontline caseworkers and their union, the MCSS partnered 

with Accenture.
96

 

 It is difficult to document the total costs borne by Ontario taxpayers in the 

Accenture contract because of discrepancies between Ontario Auditor General reports 

and claims made by Accenture. Such inconsistencies suggest, at the very least, a serious 

lack of transparency on the government’s part. As well, there has been little scholarly 

                                                      

95
 For a government so interested in cost saving, it is ironic how “accountability” was directed primarily 

upon OW recipients while a multimillion-dollar contract with a dubious corporation escaped scrutiny. To 

this day, aside from Auditor General Reports and critiques from CUPE, there has been little public outcry 

or investigation into the wasted dollars on Accenture’s technology.  
96

 One scandal that stands out among the many documented issues with Accenture (Sullivan 2007; Girard 

2003) is Ohio’s 1996 welfare reform contract with the corporation to develop ‘Ohio Works.’ The contract 

is eerily similar to Ontario’s welfare reforms in the 1990s with one exception: there was no public bidding 

process for the Ohio contract. Ohio media reports questioned welfare officials’ decisions, noting that a 

“report by the Ohio Inspector General charges that Mr. Tompkins abused his power as Director of the State 

Department of Human Services by steering multimillion-dollar, unbid contracts to Anderson Consulting” 

(Drew 2001). Moreover, Sidoti (2001) claimed that a “former state Human Services Director steered 

millions of dollars in state contracts to a consulting company against the recommendation of his staff and a 

committee that reviewed contracts.” Tompkins, who was responsible for Ohio’s welfare reforms, resigned 

in October 1998 and was later hired by Accenture as a consultant with a starting salary of $10,000 a month 

(Drew 2001; Sidoti 2001). In 2001, Tompkins was charged with violating the state’s revolving-door policy 

and received probation and community service (The Athens News 2008), a far less severe sentence than 

those given to welfare recipients who are charged for fraud. Researchers in Connecticut also questioned 

Accenture’s integrity. In a report issued to the Connecticut General Assembly by the Office of Legislative 

Research, Associate Analyst Kristen Sullivan gave evidence that Colorado, the U.S. Marine Corps, New 

York, Ontario, Pennsylvania, Texas, Wisconsin and Wyoming also had major issues with Accenture. 

Accenture’s mismanagement had hefty consequences in each instance, particularly for recipients who may 

have faced wrongful termination of contracts, or financial losses; in some cases, recipients were penalized 

or did not receive their benefits due to computer glitches and technological failures (Sullivan 2007).  
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research regarding privatization and outsourcing while implementing neoliberal welfare 

surveillance technologies in Ontario. In order to construct an account of Accenture’s role 

in the development and implementation of these technologies, I turned to reports by 

Accenture, media press releases, Ontario Auditor General reports, reports published by 

Social Assistance in the New Economy, and Freedom of Information Personal Privacy 

Application (FIPPA) requests. I discovered that there are two specific contracts between 

the Ministry of Community Social Services and Accenture to consider: the Business 

Transformation Project (BTP) and the Common Cause Procurement (CCP). Initiated in 

1995 by Ontario’s PC government, the BTP was estimated to cost $50–$70 million and 

stipulated that the MCSS and Accenture would equally “share risks” and “benefits” 

(OAG Annual Report 2009). However, as costs mounted, the MCSS capped payments to 

Accenture at $180 million. According to Accenture, “the Ontario government set a goal 

to provide programs that feature excellent customer service, information on demand, and 

modern technology. Creating efficient programs would also save taxpayers money.”
97

 

However, the partnership proved to be uneven with the MCSS covering additional costs 

and consequently losing out on the promised savings of the new system (see Chapter 5).   

Considerable evidence indicates that Harris’ “Common Sense Revolution” 

initiated a substantial erosion of the Keynesian welfare state (Harris 1994). To gain 

public support for harsh cuts to social assistance and the “modernization” project that 

included anti-fraud measures and surveillance, the PC government enacted what anti-

poverty scholars and activists have termed “a war on the poor.” The media inundated the 
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 See Accenture 2010a.   
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public with anti-poor, anti-immigrant and poor-bashing sentiments. The ‘common sense’ 

of the decade was that social assistance policies were too lenient on welfare recipients. 

Reduced welfare rates, anti-fraud measures, welfare surveillance, tougher eligibility 

criteria, workfare, modernization and technocratization accompanied media and 

neoliberal poor-bashing resulting in the criminalization of poverty and the stigmatization 

of accepting social assistance in Ontario. Yet, as discussed above, significant resources 

(hundreds of millions) were outsourced to a private corporation to alter the service 

delivery model of welfare in Ontario – considering that the Harris government promised 

to reduce spending on social assistance, how were they able to justify ballooning 

expenses to pay for Accenture’s transformations? It seems as though the PC government 

was more keen on developing businesses partnerships and turning social assistance into a 

marketable enterprise rather than the welfare of individuals who rely on social assistance 

to survive.  

4.3 The Ontario Liberal Party’s Complicity in Maintaining Neoliberal Welfare 

Surveillance 

 

The Ontario Liberal Party came to power in 2003 and promised to reverse some 

of the PC government’s cuts to public services, such as those to education, health care 

and social services. Unlike the PCs, the Liberals’ stance on poverty included progressive 

elements as well as the continuation of neoliberal reform. While they committed to minor 

budget cuts for social assistance, they also promised a small increase in welfare rates and 

a provincial strategy for poverty reduction. More ambiguously, the Liberals promised to 
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continue modernizing welfare services and to conduct a full review of social assistance in 

Ontario. The Liberal government’s assurances to address poverty, and provide a “softer” 

approach to the OW workfare rules, however did not include any authentic alterations to 

the Ontario Works Act 1997 workfare model nor any indication that surveillance 

technologies and practices would be reviewed and assessed (see Table 5). The failure of 

the government to profit from the Accenture partnership was not investigated by the 

Liberals and indicated that had no interest in halting the practice of “modernizing” OW. 

Despite posturing as a more humane and understanding government, the Liberals in many 

ways continued to institutionalize and champion neoliberal policy and enhanced welfare 

surveillance measures. Thus the “war on the poor” did not end with the ousting of the 

Conservative provincial government. 

Table 5 Liberal Government Social Assistance and Poverty Reduction Timeline 

Ontario Liberal Party 
Premier Dalton McGuinty (2003-2013)  

Year Welfare Trends and Proposed 
Legislation  

Legislative and Policy Outcomes 

2003 Reduce punitive and harsh 
policies for those caught frauding 
welfare  

Remove lifetime ban and zero tolerance 
policy for recipients caught for welfare 
fraud.  

2003 Enforce child support payments Promised to find “delinquent” parents 
who were avoiding child support 
payments. 

2005 Increase OW rates  Rate increase for the first time in 10 
years by 3% ($15 for singles) per month 

2005-
2007 

Privatization: JobsNow Pilot 
Program  

From April 2005-February 2006, six 
municipalities across Ontario 
participated in the pilot program with 
the private job placement service WCG 
International Consultants Ltd. The program 
cost $7.6 million and was cancelled after 
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the pilot project proved to be 
unsuccessful.  

2008 New case management business 
model 

Enacted the Ontario Public Service Case 
Management Reference Model 
technology.  

2008 Poverty Reduction Strategy  Provincial mandate “Breaking the Cycle: 
Ontario’s Poverty Reduction Strategy.” 

2010 Poverty Reduction Strategy Full-day kindergarten introduced, 
Ontario Child Benefit (OCB) of $1,100 per 
year, per child. 

2010 Modernization, new software, 
Common Case Management 
platform 

Cúram  software in testing phase 

2010 Cut discretionary funding Special Diet Allowance (SDA) reduced a 
3% cut to social assistance overall. New 
restricted eligibility for SDA introduced.  

2012 Streamline services, Welfare 
Debit Cards 

OW benefit card introduced in Toronto, 
other cities followed in 2015. 

2012 Cut discretionary funding Cut Community Start Up Maintenance 
Benefit (CSUMB).  

2012 Social Assistance Review, merging 
of OW and ODSP, higher rates, 
standardization 

108 Recommendations 

2013 1% increase ($6), plus $14 top up 
for singles with no dependents 

First real rate increase since 1995, a 2.3% 
($20) monthly increase for singles with 
no dependents.  

2013 Reduce Child Poverty, increase 
OCB 

OCB increased from $1,100 to $1,210 per 
child, per year.  

2013 Allow recipients to top up welfare 
benefits  

OW recipients can top up benefits by 
$200 before reductions (50 cents per 
dollar)  

2014 Continue Community 
Homelessness Prevention 
Initiative 

$42 million allotted to municipalities to 
develop their own programs.  

2014 Supportive housing for 1000 units $16 million allotted to social housing.  

2014 Increase OCB Increased from $1,210 to $1,310 per 
child, per year. 

2014 Increase minimum wage by $0.75 Increased from $10.25 per hour to $11 
per hour, the first increase since 2010.  

2014 Poverty reduction strategy 2014– The province released their strategy to 



 

162 

 

 

 

2019 end poverty “Realizing our potential: 
Ontario’s Poverty Reduction Strategy 
2014–2019.”  

2014 Increase OW and ODSP rates by 
1% 

Rate increase of 1% for families and 
singles increased by $30 per month. 

 

Under the premiership of Dalton McGuinty (2003–2013), the Ontario Liberals 

positioned their commitment to poverty reduction as an economic strategy, suggesting 

that investing in the people was a way to invest in the economy. This neoliberal strategy 

was apparent in the provinces attempt to privatize employment services by initiating the 

JobsNow pilot project between April 2005-February 2006 (CUPE 2012; MCSS 2008). In 

doing so, the provincial government formed a public-private partnership with a for-profit 

British Columbia company the West Coast Group [WCG]. This private job placement 

service cost the government $7.6 million in a “performance fee” paid directly to WCG 

(ibid). Six municipalities participated in this pilot project and 10,389 OW recipients were 

selected using the Service Delivery Model Technology to assess and rank eligible 

recipients (ibid). A final report on the pilot project found that 3294 or 32 percent of 

recipients found paid employment, however a majority of those who found work made 

less than $10 per hour and over half of the jobs were part time (ibid). Overall the report 

and input from CUPE, the union representing caseworkers, suggests that the program did 

not work any better than existing OW employment services, nor did it create any cost 

savings for the provincial government (ibid). In the recent Social Assistance Review 

(2012), CUPE stated that the province’s recent effort to “privatize employment services 

have resulted in failure. The private company hired by the province to provide services to 
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social assistance recipients could not provide services better than that provided by 

municipalities” (CUPE 2012: 5). Once again, outsourcing and privatizing government 

services has not saved any money nor has it improved services. Moreover, illuminating 

the failure of the neoliberal privatization of these services CUPE argued that the “bottom 

line” is not in-line with recipient’s needs, “[o]ne of the main criticisms of for-profit 

delivery of public services is that the provider’s focus shifts from the needs of clients to 

ensuring increased profits” (ibid, emphasis added). Obviously caseworkers are concerned 

and protective over their own jobs, however, they also emphasize the dehumanization of 

public services when private companies step in to do the work. The privatized JobsNow 

program is demonstrative of the Liberal’s inability to learn from previous mistakes of the 

PC Harris government.  

In a more progressive vein, in 2005 the Liberal government increased welfare rates 

by 3 percent ($15 monthly), the first real rate increase in over ten years. However, anti-

poverty activists and recipients argued that the increases were not real due to inflation 

and the higher cost of living. The government continued with their poverty reduction 

promises investing in “strategies” rather than better welfare rates and discretionary 

benefits which would have had immediate impacts on the poor. Premier Dalton 

McGuinty’s 2007 throne speech declared that the government was committed to poverty 

reduction and promised $1.4 billion for anti-poverty strategies. By 2008, “Breaking the 

Cycle: Ontario’s Poverty Reduction Strategy” was launched. Some highlights included: 

the province-wide community consultations regarding poverty reduction; the 25-in-5 

campaign to reduce child poverty (with the goal to reduce child poverty by 25 percent in 
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5 years); the introduction of the Ontario Child Tax Benefit [OCB]
 98

 (financial support for 

low- and moderate-income families whether or not they are working);
 
the amalgamation 

of the  OCB with the Canada Child Tax Benefit [CCTB]
 99

 (a federal supplement) into a 

single monthly payment; and the complete review of social assistance in Ontario led by 

senior policy analysts Frances Lankin and Munir A. Sheikh (Government of Ontario 

2008). “Breaking the Cycle” was premised on the goal of reducing and “breaking” 

intergenerational poverty with a strong focus on impoverished children who, the Liberals 

argued, should have equal opportunity to reach their full potential (ibid).
100

 Following 

their poverty reduction strategy, in 2009, the Liberals passed Bill 152, the Poverty 

Reduction Act, which committed the province to revise its poverty reduction strategies 

every five years. While the neoliberal onus to transform the welfare recipient into a 

productive worker and consumer remained the same, it is clear that the Liberals were less 

                                                      

98
 As of July 2014, the maximum benefit under OCB was $1,310 per child per year. The CCTB is a joint 

initiative with federal, provincial and territorial governments to reduce overlap and duplication of 

government services. As such, the CCTB may include the National Child Benefit as well as a provincial 

child benefit.  
99

 Previously, the Ontario government had clawed back some of these federal benefits from families on 

assistance. Specifically, the non-refundable child tax credit, an annual federal income tax reduction was 

denied to welfare recipients if their net income fell below $19,000 (Battle 2008:1). Moreover, Ken Battle 

notes that this tax credit did not help low-income families, “the poorest get nothing at all because they do 

not owe any income tax” (ibid:2). While the policy changes to child benefits have been beneficial to low 

income peoples, allowing OW recipients to access the OCB has meant that OW is providing less to families 

since the OCB is leveled against OW basic needs. A classic example of this is found  in the City of 

Kingston’s where, as of August 1, 2014, single parents receiving OW  will see a decrease in their OW 

monthly benefits and an increase in their OCB monthly benefits (pending their eligibility for the OCB) 

(City of Kingston 2014a).  
100

 The poverty reduction report emphasizes the economic rationale behind the Liberals’ policy: “We have 

another equally compelling rationale for reducing poverty: it’s the smart thing to do for our economy. An 

educated, healthy and employable workforce is critical to the economic future of this province. That’s why 

we’ve developed a long-term poverty reduction plan that will focus first on giving children and their 

families the support they need to achieve their full potential” (Ontario Poverty Reduction Strategy 2008: 1). 
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inclined to demonize the poor or blame welfare recipients for government deficits as their 

PC predecessors.  

The causes of this shift in discourse went beyond a change in government; the 

2008 economic crisis and the recession that followed were also important factors in 

bringing about this new perspective. Nationally, over 400,000 jobs, predominantly in the 

manufacturing, transportation and warehousing, wholesale trade construction, natural 

resources, and retail were lost between October 2008 to October 2009. Manufacturing 

industries, which remain highly masculinized professions, were hardest hit resulting in a 

decrease of 218,000 jobs during that period (La Rochelle-Coté and Gillmore 2009: 7). A 

Statistics Canada report titled “Canada’s Employment Downturn” noted that “[o]ne key 

feature of the downturn is that younger individuals and men from age 25 to 54 have been 

more affected by job losses” (ibid: 5). Interestingly, the report also found that “[t]wo 

parent families with younger children were notably affected…In the first 12 months of 

the previous two downturns, the fathers of young children experienced more significant 

declines in employment than mothers” (ibid). By emphasizing the structural nature of 

poverty (e.g. market downturns), and offering a competing discourse to those that placed 

the blame on individuals, such reports helped to alter perceptions of poverty. The welfare 

queen stereotype was forgotten, at least temporarily, while governments and policy 

analysts struggled over what to do to “save” male workers. Arguably, it was more 

difficult to poor bash in this economic recession when hundreds of thousands of people, 

most of whom were men, were literally out of work overnight. As the 2008 economic 

downturn hit Ontario hard, it was no coincidence that “Break the Cycle of Poverty” was 
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released, indicating a dramatic change in the discourse of poverty on the part of the 

provincial government, which revisited a classic left liberal or Keynesian approach to 

poverty. 

The recession sparked social activists across North America to protest and in the 

U.S., reports of “occupations” were noted as early as 2009. By the fall of 2011 the 

“Occupy” movement was in full swing with protesters criticizing the unequal distribution 

and concentration of wealth in capitalist democracies. The slogan “We are the 99%” 

challenged the stereotype that the poor, working poor and the newly poor, those who had 

lost their middle-class status and privilege as a result of the financial meltdown, were to 

blame for their poverty. Instead, the movement argued that the richest one percent and 

immensely powerful corporations were to blame for the growing divide between the rich 

and the poor.  

In the wake of the recession, the Liberal McGuinty government nevertheless 

continued the trend of “modernizing” OW. These efforts included four principal 

strategies: the Ontario Public Service [OPS] Case Management Reference Model (2008); 

a contract with the company Cúram to develop the new Social Assistance Management 

System [SAMS] software to replace the Service Delivery Maintenance Technology 

(2012-2013); welfare debit cards (2012); and cuts to discretionary benefits, which were 

said to be misused, too accessible and a waste of OW’s resources. According to the 

government of Ontario, the Ontario Public Service model functions to “ensure the 

alignment of I&IT [Information and Information Technology] with business needs” 

(Office of the Corporate Chief Technology Officer 2008: 2). In the “Information and 
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Technology Standards: OPS Case Management and Reference Model Appendix A,” it is 

stressed that more public services are moving towards a “case management business 

model,” which is “a complex business transformation that can be supported by automated 

tools” (ibid:6). In other words, the OPS oversees how public services (like OW and 

ODSP) integrate technology into their case management by utilizing business strategies. 

Furthermore, this reference model outlines the ways in which case managers (such as OW 

frontline caseworkers) balance the needs of the business with technology (ibid).
101

   

The Liberal government proposed to modernize and “fix” Accenture’s outdated 

and inefficient SDMT (the main database that assesses eligibility and provides ongoing 

case management). In 2010, the Liberals hired Cúram, a company based in Dublin, 

Ireland, that provides welfare services technology: 

Cúram software is used by health and human services, workforce services, and 

social security organizations around the world to deliver welfare, social insurance 

and both individual and employer based social programs. The Cúram Software 

Platform allows government and providers to focus on lowering overall program 

costs by ensuring that the benefits and services provided address core issues and 

that people become more self-sufficient (IBM Corporation 2011).
 102

  

 

Due to their growing success, the company was purchased by IBM in 2011. IBM and 

Cúram claim that their “Social Program Management Platform helps social program 

organizations provide optimal outcomes for citizens, satisfy increasing demand, and 

                                                      

101
 The report claims that the “OPS has developed an enterprise architecture program to: Enable the transfer 

of the programs and services of the Ontario Government” and “[i]ncrease its return on investment in 

information and information technology” (Office of the Corporate Chief Technology Officer 2008: 2). This 

report is indicative of the underlying relationship between business and technology, and is also 

demonstrative of the neoliberal business rhetoric that is discursively implicated in this reference model that 

is intended to assist case managers with their work.  
102

 Translated from Gaelic Cúram literally means “care and protection.” Cúram was founded in 1990 and 

created and sold the “Business Application Suite” to assist social service organizations manage the 

programs they deliver. The company was purchased by IBM in 2011 and is worth an estimated $34 billion; 

its value is expected to increase to $57 billion by 2014 (IBM Corporation 2011). 
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lower costs for organizations” (IBM Corporation 2015).
103

 Unlike Accenture, the 

company claims to have a vested interest in the people who use the services, not only the 

administrators but also caseworkers and recipients. Cúram’s new technology promises to 

be more user-friendly, reduce the “work-arounds”
 
and allow for more face-time with 

recipients. “Work-around” is a common term used by caseworkers to describe the 

software issues they encountered with the SDMT. Caseworkers regularly had to call IT to 

fix various computer glitches and establish a “workaround” to address the technological 

issues in the system. Despite Cúram’s client-centric rhetoric, the new program 

incorporates some of the previous technologies, including the risk assessment tool. In 

actuality, the aim of Cúram’s technology differs little from Accenture’s; it promises to 

track the life cycle of recipients, data mine information and assess risks (i.e. provide a 

surveillance model for the entire OW system). 

In February 2010, a memo from the MCSS was circulated to all OW 

Administrators regarding the four-year implementation strategy of the Social Services 

Modernization Project [SSMP] (MCSS DiNiro and Hannah 2010). Included in the memo 

was a request for sixteen full-time staff to work on implementing Cúram’s software and 

training caseworkers to use it. The salaries for these trainers started between $66,589 and 

$85,066 and eventually cost the government more than $1 million (ibid: 2). Additionally, 

individual caseworkers were recruited to test out the new technology, consultants were 

hired and the MCSS signed a contract with Cúram guaranteeing improved software and a 
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 See Cúram’s solution for social assistance in the IBM published White Paper “Commercial-Off-The-

Shelf (COTS) Software” (IBM Corporation 2012).  
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“common case management platform.” The estimated costs for Cúram’s software have 

not been revealed. In a copy of the MCSS contract I obtained through a FIPPA request in 

2012, all of the financial information was redacted. Given the public nature of this 

contract with the Ministry, the lack of transparency in the FIPPA request and response is 

troubling. However, since my initial FIPPA request, some financials have been released. 

In the fall of 2014, the SAMS software went live and failed to meet promised outcomes; 

media reports note up to $268 million has been spent on SAMS software implementation 

and consequent repairs (see Chapter 9).  

In addition to new public service reference models and new software technology, 

welfare debit cards were introduced in Toronto in 2012. Meant to replace welfare 

cheques, the cards are designed to eliminate cheque fraud, streamline services and help 

recipients avoid costs and stigma associated with cashing cheques at Money Marts and 

similar financial services companies. The media, the MCSS and anti-poverty advocates 

have been mostly supportive of the debit cards, however, their potential is ominous. The 

PCs have suggested the debit cards only be used for food purchases (Artuso and Jenkins 

2013; Hudak 2013). In early 2013, the leader of the PC party Tim Hudak released the 

white paper “Paths to Prosperity: Welfare to Work.” The document promoted a “debit 

card with a limit that only works at food vendors” to ensure “that the portion of monthly 

benefits intended for food is set aside and cannot be used on other expenses” (2013:18). 

Hudak’s white paper echoed the punitive welfare policies of the PC Harris government 

from more than twenty years ago:  
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It’s been said many times that the best social program is a job. More than that, I 

believe work provides each of us with a feeling of self-worth, dignity and the 

independence and means to follow our individual aspirations. The incentive 

should always be to work and to contribute. To this end, we need to remove any 

government barrier that stands in the way (Hudak 2013).  

 

In other words, for Hudak, “government barriers” and individual failures, rather than the 

contradictions of the capitalist labour market, are the causes of joblessness. Within 

Hudak’s PC party, the perversity thesis was alive and well. Following the introduction of 

the City Benefit Card in Toronto, the Ontario government recently announced that the 

rest of Ontario will soon introduce the cards as a means to “reduce the stigma” of cashing 

welfare cheques (Brennan 2015).  

4.3.1 Liberal McGuinty’s Cuts to Discretionary Benefits 

 

McGuinty’s budget strategy from 2010–2013 was to make smaller, less obvious 

cuts to discretionary benefits administered by OW and ODSP than the previous PC 

government.
104

 Given the inadequacies of OW and ODSP rates, discretionary benefits 

have become increasingly important to meet the immediate needs of recipients. OW 

discretionary benefits are optional benefits that are administered at the discretion of 

supervisors (not caseworkers). Discretionary benefits vary from welfare office to welfare 

office depending on the available resources and the size of the city (the larger the city, the 

more funding they receive for social assistance) as well as from caseworker to 

                                                      

104
 While it is important to acknowledge the importance of these discretionary benefits as they contribute to 

better welfare rates, it is just as important to note that the bureaucracy controlling these benefits make them 

difficult and challenging to obtain. The surveillance mechanisms built into discretionary benefits, including 

ongoing eligibility and documentation requirements, are a major hurdle and an embarrassment to recipients 

(e.g. eviction notices, police reports, health unit verifications for mould, health issues, etc.). 
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caseworker. According to OW legislation, “[t]he caseworker must discuss any requests 

for an item not defined as a discretionary benefit in OW Regulation 59 with a Supervisor 

Direct Program [SDP], and the benefit can only be authorized with the SDP’s approval” 

(OW Reg. 59). Discretionary health-related benefits include: dental and vision care for 

adults, prosthetic appliances, funerals and burials, heating payments and payments for 

low-cost heating energy conservation measures (OW DIR 7.1). Non-health-related 

benefits include: vocational training and retraining, non-health-related travel and 

transportation, moving expenses, and any other special service, item or payment 

authorized by the Director of the OW office (ibid).  

The Liberal government targeted two discretionary benefits: the Special Diet 

Allowance [SDA] in 2010 and the Community Start up and Maintenance Benefit 

[CSUMB] in 2012 (McGuinty Budget 2010-2013). The SDA is a discretionary benefit 

that ODSP and OW recipients can apply for if they have food allergies, food intolerances, 

medical issues and/or diabetes. The process involves filling out a form, finding a medical 

professional to review and sign the form and submitting their application to the Special 

Diet expert review committee for approval.
105

 It is estimated that 162,000 people were 

receiving this $250 benefit prior to the cutbacks to the program, which included tougher 

and more restrictive eligibility criteria.
106

  

The Liberal government’s impetus to rescind the SDA centred on allegations in 

2005 by Social Services Minister Sandra Pupatello that it was being mishandled and that 

                                                      

105
 For more information, see 

http://www.mcss.gov.on.ca/en/mcss/programs/social/special_diet_health_care.aspx  
106

 See Appendix E for the 2013 Government approved list of medical conditions eligible for the SDA.   

http://www.mcss.gov.on.ca/en/mcss/programs/social/special_diet_health_care.aspx
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doctors and nurses acting in the best interests of their patients were misusing the 

allowance and partaking in fraud (Ferguson and Benzie 2005: A07). Speculation that the 

SDA was being abused and misused by OW recipients continued to evolve into a media 

sensation after anti-poverty organizations across the province worked alongside medical 

professionals to set up “hunger clinics” to assist OW and ODSP recipients to sign up en 

masse for the SDA – immediately the Liberals initiated plans to phase out the SDA. As 

the following report from the Toronto Star indicates, anti-poverty activists were blamed 

for causing an upsurge of SDA applications: “Social Services Minister Sandra Pupatello 

said the government is moving quickly to close a loophole being exploited by ‘rogue 

advocates’ like OCAP, whose officials acknowledged they have held 20 such clinics 

since February. Some 10,000 people currently receive monthly diet allowances” (ibid). 

Clinic organizer Rachel Huot said that anti-poverty advocates hoped to “put the 

government in the position where they’re forced to raise welfare rates and grant this 

special diet money to everybody on assistance without needing to prove that you need 

food for your family” (ibid).
107

 The SDA cost the Ontario Government $6 million in 

2003; by 2011 the costs had ballooned to $240 million, suggesting that anti-poverty 

advocates had succeeded in reaching out to thousands of low-income families. However, 

Liberal politicians did not see it as a success and justified later reforms to the SDA. Once 

again, individuals were blamed for their plight and social determinants of poverty were 

obscured. The resulting negative media attention set the stage for the Ontario government 

                                                      

107
 See Ferguson and Benzi’s (2005) article in the Toronto Star “Activists Protest ‘Diet’ Cut; OCAP Says 

Poor Need Food Assistance but Minister Says Program being Abused.”   



 

173 

 

 

 

to cut the Special Diet Allowance, implement tougher eligibility criteria, initiate the 

Special Diet expert review committee and regularly revise the list of medical conditions 

eligible for the SDA.
108

 This bureaucratic change is reminiscent of Harris’ strategies of 

deterrence and the use of excessive rules to keep the applicant numbers low.  

 Most often, uncritical media reports about welfare fraud, cutbacks and reforms 

focus primarily on undeserving or dishonest recipients. However, this time public 

discourse on the proposed cuts to the Special Diet Allowance implicated nurse 

practitioners and doctors as suspect and guilty of abusing the discretionary benefits. 

Known as the “Robin Hood Doctor,” Dr. Roland Wong, a physician in Toronto, was 

targeted by the MCSS and media as one of the doctors “abusing” the SDA. On February 

5, 2014, he was found guilty of professional misconduct, his medical license was 

suspended for six months and he was fined $35,000 (Gillis 2014). Charges were brought 

against Dr. Wong after his approvals of the $250 per month benefit to low-income 

patients allegedly cost the government up to $1.8 million over the span of four years 

(ibid).
109

 In his defense, Dr. Wong emphasized the dire state of many of his clients who 

came to him with serious illnesses often related to poverty, poor housing conditions, lack 

of access to doctors, proper and affordable medications or nutritious food.  

 A second reduction to welfare discretionary benefits targeted the Community 

Start Up Maintenance Benefit (CSUMB) in 2012 and resulted in cuts of more than $67 

                                                      

108
 Since 2011, the SDA has become more difficult to obtain and the Special Diet expert review committee 

make regular changes to what is considered a medical condition or not. For instance, egg and soy allergies 

and chronic constipation have been removed from the medical conditions eligible for the SDA. 
109

 Note that Dr. Wong was not fraudulently obtaining money for himself; he only approved a discretionary 

benefit for his patients. “[H]is goal was to help low-income patients whose welfare cheques were 

insufficient to purchase healthy food” (Gillis 2014).  

http://www.thestar.com/news/gta/2011/10/03/porter_robin_hood_doctor_gave_to_the_poor_but_earned_big_money.html
http://www.thestar.com/news/gta/2011/10/03/porter_robin_hood_doctor_gave_to_the_poor_but_earned_big_money.html
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million. According to the Income Security Advocacy Centre [ISAC], “[t]he government’s 

rationale for eliminating CSUMB has been the size of the provincial government’s 

deficit. The Minister has said in the media: ‘no one wanted to do it, but again, we had to 

make the budget balance.’”
110

 It is estimated that approximately 16,000 social assistance 

recipients accessed the CSUMB each month.
111

 The CSUMB is an emergency benefit for 

vulnerable individuals provided to remedy a range of precarious and emergency 

situations, including the following: securing housing for individuals leaving shelters, 

incarceration or hospitals; paying rent debts in order to avoid eviction; paying utility 

debts to avoid having water or having heat cut off during the winter months; replacing 

household items damaged by flooding, fire, etc.; and purchasing basic start-up household 

items, such as a bed or mattress. The benefit could be accessed every two years for up to 

$1,500 (families) and $799 (singles) to help individuals cope with unexpected costs and 

emergencies. The CSUMB discretionary benefit was especially important for those on 

social assistance because of their propensity to live in precarious housing (Wellesley 

Institute: 2010). Welfare recipients are often forced to move for a variety of reasons: 

separation, loss of job, and increasingly, gentrification.
112

 In Ontario in 2008, 54,701 

                                                      

110
 See ISAC (2013) “Update: Community Start-Up and Maintenance Benefit.”  

111
 Ontario Ministry of Community and Social Services, Housing-related supports: Community Start-Up 

and Maintenance Benefit.  
112

 Gentrification is a process by which middle- and upper-class individuals purchase houses and storefronts 

in low-income urban neighbourhoods, ultimately increasing property values and displacing low-income 

residents to more remote neighbourhoods in less desirable parts of the city.  
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households faced eviction for not paying their rent – CSUMB was often one of the few 

benefits available to prevent widespread homelessness.
113

  

Again, single mothers, women escaping domestic violence and racialized new 

immigrants were the most negatively impacted by the termination of the Community 

Start up Maintenance Benefit. The CSUMB was accessed by women escaping domestic 

violence and has been an essential resource for immigrants and refugees to help them 

adjust upon their arrival.
114

 With the loss of the CSUMB, it is now more arduous for 

women to escape domestic violence while women’s shelters have already noted an 

increase in those accessing their services. The report, “Shelter Voices: A Day in the Life 

of Canada’s Shelters for Women Survivors of Abuse” by the Canadian Network of 

Women’s Shelters and Transition Houses, details a national survey conducted in 2014, 

which revealed that in one day, 286 women and 205 children were turned away from 

shelters at capacity; 116 of these women were pregnant and “184 were known to have 

been threatened with a gun” (Canadian Network of Women’s Shelters and Transition 

Houses: 2014).
115

 In response to the proposed cut, there was massive mobilization and 

                                                      

113
 A 2010 report produced by the Wellesley Institute, “Precarious Housing,” documented that the federal 

government has reported 50,000–300,000 homeless people, with 705,165 living in overcrowded housing, 

and that housing costs for owners and renters are rising faster than household incomes. Their report outlines 

the connections between housing and the social determinants of health and wellbeing. 
114

 Anti-poverty activists and feminists sent an open letter to the MCSS “Social Service and Frontline 

Community Workers on the Provincial cut to the Community Start-Up Maintenance Benefit”  pointing out 

the importance of CSUMB for those escaping domestic violence.  
115

 On a provincial level, Ontario Auditor General Bonnie Lysyk reported that “[t]he Ministry only tracks 

the number of women who, whether eligible or not, sought services and did not initially receive them. In 

the 2011/12 fiscal year, that number for emergency shelter services was almost 15,000, or 56% of women 

who sought  these services, and the number for VAW counselling services was more than 3,000, or 6% of 

women who sought these services” (Lysyk 2013: Section 3.10, 284). Today, there are fewer community 

resources for women living in poverty in Ontario as a direct result of cuts to women’s organizations and 

vital welfare benefits indicating a connection between welfare reforms and attacks on feminist political 
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resistance by the Ontario Coalition Against Poverty (OCAP), Canadian Union of Public 

Employees (CUPE) and anti-poverty allies that ultimately resulted in a one-year 

extension to the CSUMB (see Chapter 9). As of January 2013, half of the CSUMB 

funding ($67 million) was thought to be reallocated to the Community Homeless 

Prevention Initiative [CHPI], a program available to all low-income individuals that 

would be distributed by individual municipalities, not OW.
116

 On December 27, 2012, the 

McGuinty government announced that it would provide $42 million in one-time funding 

for local housing and homelessness initiatives to municipalities. Notably, the fund did not 

restore the CSUMB and anti-poverty advocates claim that the government’s decision 

demonstrates a step away from needs-based programs:  

CSUMB was a needs-based program. Because it was given to all qualifying 

applicants, the amount of money the province spent from year to year fluctuated 

depending on how much support people needed. Now, the annual funding that 

each municipality gets from the province for CHPI is capped at a fixed amount. 

This means that municipalities will now have to manage a capped budget and 

allocate funds for often competing priorities. Some needs will be met, while 

others will not (ISAC 2013).  

                                                                                                                                                              

organizing. Under the federal Conservative government in 2006, significant cuts and restrictions were 

enacted on the Status of Women Canada [SWC]. The SWC is a federally funded organization that 

“promotes equality for women and their full participation in the economic, social and democratic life of 

Canada” (SWC 2012). Hundreds of women’s organizations and advocacy groups that have relied on SWC 

funding were defunded by the federal cuts to the SWC, including women’s health care networks, 

Aboriginal women’s healing centres, national child care advocacy, feminist policy organizations, women’s 

work and pay equity advocacy groups, transition houses for women leaving shelters, planned parenthood, 

immigrant women’s centres, etc. The cuts resulted in the closure of twelve of SWC’s sixteen offices across 

the country. The federal government also restricted charitable status for any organizations that engaged in 

advocacy, policy research and lobbying. In order to remain open, functioning and relevant, women’s 

organizations and groups had to compromise the feminist foundations for social change in order to meet 

funding regulations. Women’s organizations that did not comply had their SWC funding terminated.  
116

 See the 2012 MCSS press release “Enhancing Housing and Homelessness Supports: McGuinty 

Government Providing Transition Funding to Help Most Vulnerable Ontarians.”  
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One of McGuinty’s final acts as premier was to implement a complete review of 

social assistance in Ontario, included the ODSP and OW (Ontario Poverty Reduction 

Strategy 2008). Two senior policy analysts, Francis Lankin and Munir A. Sheikh, were 

hired in 2010 to conduct one of the largest reviews of social assistance in over twenty 

years. They did so through public consultations and invited OW offices including 

managers and caseworkers to submit recommendations. By including the public, 

caseworkers, community workers and recipients of social assistance, the Social 

Assistance Review gave the impression of a democratic and inclusive process, something 

unprecedented in the neoliberal era. The final report, Brighter Prospects: Transforming 

Social Assistance in Ontario, was published in October 2012 and made 108 

recommendations. However, it remains to be seen how and if any of these changes will 

be implemented. The Social Assistance Review is a step in the right direction and, at the 

very least, an acknowledgement that there are problems with the current system. This is 

not news to those living on the margins, or to anti-poverty activists and advocates. It is 

troubling, however, that despite the years of research and consultations, and costs to fund 

the review, three years have passed and the problems of the Ontario welfare apparatus 

remain fundamentally the same. 

In 2013, the Liberals introduced another welfare rate increase: families received 

one percent more ($6 per month) and singles with no dependents received their first real 

rate increase in over a decade, 2.3 percent ($20 per month). Given the high cost of living 

in Ontario, these increases, while welcome, are inadequate. According to policy experts, 

at the current cost of living and inflation level, a staggering 56 percent increase is 
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required to return welfare rates to pre-Harris levels. To date, the Liberals have included 

two of the recommendations from the Social Assistance Review 2012 in their 2012–2013 

budget, including allowing recipients to top up their benefits up to $200 of additional 

employment income, and increasing the Ontario Child Benefit (OCB) to $1,210 per child 

in 2013 and $1,310 in 2014.
117

 It is important to note that the OCB is not accessible to all 

families. For instance, recent immigrants may only access the OCB if their partner is a 

Canadian citizen, a permanent resident, a protected person (refugee)
118

 or a temporary 

resident who has lived in Canada for the past 18 months and who has a valid Temporary 

Resident Permit.
119

 Aboriginal applicants for OCB are also at a disadvantage because 

applicants must file an income tax return in order to be eligible, and Aboriginal families 

who live on reserve are not required to file them. This means racialized, immigrant and 

Aboriginal families face additional barriers and discouragement from accessing benefits 

that are supposedly available to “all families.”
120

  

                                                      

117
 Permitting recipients to keep a portion of their employment income was acceptable prior to the Harris 

welfare reforms. For instance, in 1989 the government developed the Supports to Employment Program 

that allowed recipients to retain part of their employment income through earnings exemptions (Gabel, 

Clemens and LeRoy 2004: 4).  
118

 According to Citizenship and Immigration Canada [CIC], both the Immigration and Refugee Board of 

Canada [IRB] and the CIC “decide who is a Protected Person. If the IRB determined you to be a person in 

need of protection or a Convention refugee or if you received a positive decision on your Pre-Removal Risk 

Assessment from CIC, you are a Protected Person [refugee] and may apply for permanent residence.” 

Additionally, the Government of Canada requires temporary residents to obtain a Temporary Resident 

Permit. The process includes the applicant to justify their visits, they must pay a non-refundable processing 

fee and there is no guarantee that they will be granted the permit (Government of Canada 2012).  
119

 See Ontario Ministry of Children and Youth Services 

http://www.children.gov.on.ca/htdocs/English/topics/financialhelp/ocb/faqs.aspx   
120

 Additionally, recommendation 91 of the Social Assistance Review asks that the Ministry consider 

providing online reporting as an option for OW recipients (Lankin and Munir 2012: 104). Although the 

report acknowledges that this might not be accessible to all recipients since some may not have access to a 

computer or may not have computer literacy, they feel that it will help streamline services. Currently, the 

application process is started by calling the OW application hotline and navigating a host of automated 

messages. The automated messages are only available in English and French which makes it extremely 

http://www.children.gov.on.ca/htdocs/English/topics/financialhelp/ocb/faqs.aspx
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4.3.2 The Liberal Wynne Government 2013 

 

Liberal Kathleen Wynne was sworn in on February 11, 2013 as the Premier of 

Ontario. Wynne is the first female Premier in Ontario and the first openly lesbian Premier 

in Canada. Wynne announced the Ontario budget on March 21, 2013 and it included a 

commitment to continue McGuinty’s poverty reduction goals. In 2014, the Liberals 

released their five-year plan to reduce poverty, Realizing our Potential: Ontario’s 

Poverty Reduction Strategy 2014–2019 (Government of Ontario 2014). The plan laid out 

four key goals: 1) “long term goal to end homelessness in Ontario; 2) continuing to break 

the cycle of poverty; 3) moving toward employment and income security; and 4) 

investing in what works” (ibid). Since Wynne’s term began, the Liberals have allotted 

$42 million to the Community Homelessness Prevention Initiative and $16 million for 

1,000 supportive housing units, increased the Ontario Child Benefit to $1,310 per child 

per year, increased the minimum wage from $10.25 to $11 an hour, increased social 

assistance rates by one percent and allowed a $200 earnings top-up for employed OW 

recipients. The report also acknowledges the importance of “increasing the lowest [social 

assistance] rates and changing the rules so that people can earn more without reducing 

their assistance, and get help from Ontario Works when they need it without depleting all 

of their assets” (ibid). 

                                                                                                                                                              

challenging for ESL/FSL applicants to apply for assistance creating yet another barrier for non-English- or 

French-speaking applicants and new immigrants. During times of economic emergency and crisis, speaking 

directly one-on-one with someone who can help navigate the bureaucratic system is essential.Moreover, 

caseworkers are wary of moving to online or kiosk models because it might threaten frontline jobs.  
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Interestingly this policy change brings to mind the “opportunity planning” and 

“wage supplementation” that welfare recipients were permitted during Liberal-NDP 

Accord (1985-1987) (Little 1998: 153-6; Torjman 1996). A wage supplementation 

“involves the provision of an additional sum of money - or top-up – to wages that welfare 

recipients earn in the paid labour market. The top-up can be paid either to the employee 

or to the employer to offset labour costs” (Torjman 1996: 10). Of course the wage 

supplementation was problematic on some fronts including: that “top ups” do not actually 

increase employment; that subsidies to employers may “encourage job displacement” 

whereby employers replace regular staff with subsidized welfare workers; and finally, 

that wage subsidies “sustain low-wage employment” (ibid: 12). All of these criticisms 

have been made against workfare, yet as we have seen, the province, regardless of 

political party in office has made no attempts to reform or dismantle this outdated policy. 

These are all important strides to reduce poverty in Ontario. However, the 

Liberals have received criticism from anti-poverty groups for not fulfilling McGuinty’s 

2008 poverty reduction plan and, consequently, these groups have expressed suspicion 

regarding Wynne’s suggestion for more community consultations on poverty reduction 

(OCAP; Poverty Free Ontario 2013). In 2013, Poverty Free Ontario, a non-profit anti-

poverty organization demanded the Liberals take “action”: 

Five years after Ontario’s Liberal Government announced a Poverty Reduction 

Strategy, hundreds of thousands of people still don’t have enough money to pay 

their rent and buy their food. Food bank usage in Ontario is at record levels – 

rising from 374,000 people per month in 2008 to 413,000 in 2012, including 

160,000 children…. Now, after five years of the Liberal Government failing to 
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deliver on social assistance reform, it lacks credibility to call for more 

consultation in the absence of action on what the community has recommended to 

date…. The Liberal government can respond now to the core demands that people 

from communities across Ontario have been making for five years (2013, 

emphasis original).   

In the fall of 2014, OCAP called for a week of action to raise the rates, asking the Wynne 

government for immediate action that would improve the lives of the poorest in 

Ontario.
121

 While Realizing our Potential offers some hope that the Ontario government 

will take measures to alleviate poverty in the province, it falls short of indicating any 

attempt to change the welfare surveillance apparatus or the current workfare model. 

Moreover, because the Liberals failed to fully implement the previous poverty reduction 

strategy, anti-poverty advocates, activists and politicians are unconvinced that any 

significant structural changes will be made to Ontario’s social assistance program.  

4.4 Conclusion 

The rise of neoliberal welfare policies since the 1990s, has led to downsizing, 

privatization, outsourcing, the return of the perversity thesis and, last but not least, a shift 

from a “war on poverty” to what anti-poverty, social justice, labour activists and even 

some mainstream politicians have called a “war on the poor.” This chapter opened with a 

                                                      

121
 OCAP slammed the Wynne government for neglecting to adequately help the poor: “Communities 

living in poverty know from bitter experience that the reality they face is very different: The minimum 

wage has been set at a level that leaves people in poverty; those on Ontario Works (OW) and ODSP are 

living on incomes that leave them unable to feed themselves and pay the rent; the real value of social 

assistance payments has fallen by some 55% since 1994 and people have continued to get poorer during the 

years the Liberals have been in office; the vital Community Start Up benefit that kept people housed has 

been taken away; the Special Diet benefit that put food on the table for thousands has been slashed; [and] 

many people on ODSP are now facing medical reviews that threaten to take away their income. The Raise 

the Rates Campaign, a coalition of poor people fighting back along with community and union allies, is not 

buying into Kathleen Wynne’s ‘social justice austerity’. We are demanding living wages, decent income, 

the reversing of cutbacks and adequate and secure ODSP benefits” (OCAP 2014).  
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discussion of PC Premier Mike Harris’ “Common Sense Revolution,” a platform that 

ideologically altered the Ontario welfare state and marked a significant digression from 

Keynesian social safety net policies. Harris promised welfare rate reductions, the 

implementation of Canada’s first workfare model, harsh anti-fraud policies and poured 

millions of dollars of resources to “modernize” the social assistance system – surveillance 

technologies were pivotal to this transformation.  Alongside these initiatives, workfare 

opened the door for state financial incentives for employers who hired OW recipients for 

job placements as well as kickbacks for the delivery and broker agencies that connected 

recipients with employers. Unmistakably, welfare recipients under the workfare model 

are positioned as a different kind of worker, one who is expected to take any job and 

comply with employer requests including ongoing surveillance and assessments of their 

progress. Moreover, recipients are unable to unionize and, if they do not comply with the 

demands, they can face financial punishments (reduction or suspension of OW benefits) 

as well as demoralizing case reviews.  

Neoliberalism ushered in the development of business discourse and practices 

previously utilized in the private sector. The Business Transformation Project saw the 

Ontario government partner with the corporation Accenture to overhaul welfare’s 

technology and service delivery model. Millions were funneled into financing this 

project, while, at the same time, more and more recipients became ineligible for 

assistance or were unable to survive on the low welfare rates. Private sector business 

market principles dominated these welfare reforms and partnerships, making 

neoliberalism “common sense.” While recipients were faced with punitive and regulatory 
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sanctions, a private corporation profited from these neoliberal reforms. In fact, savings 

that the technology created were actually profits that Accenture collected.  

As well during this period of rapid welfare retrenchment, significant backlash 

against the poor – welfare recipients specifically – dominated the media. Stereotypes and 

othering processes marked the welfare recipient as potentially criminal, deviant, immoral, 

lazy and “choosing” welfare as a lifestyle. Racist and heterosexist comments circulated, 

blaming single mothers and Somali refugees for taking advantage of the welfare system. 

The PC government’s only solution to fix welfare abuse was to force recipients to work 

via workfare and introduce harsher eligibility criteria as a diversion tool. By framing 

certain groups as “bad” market citizens, who are “dependent” upon government 

assistance, politicians and conservative supporters were able to use the momentum of 

anti-welfare backlash and to support a “modern” technological surveillance system that 

would catch fraudsters. The welfare surveillance apparatus was institutionalized and 

validated to “protect” taxpayers’ dollars from being “misused” and “abused” by welfare 

“cheats” and “deadbeats.”  

These changes were not accepted passively by all Ontarians. Anti-poverty 

activists, labour organizations, caseworkers, advocates, feminists in the Violence Against 

Women sector and other social service frontline workers came together during “Days of 

Action” to protest Harris’ “war on the poor”; they disrupted, rallied, petitioned and 

lobbied the government to stop the harsh reforms that were harming the poor. Some 

politicians from the opposition spoke out publicly and criticized the inaccurate high 

numbers of fraud cases the government was reporting to the press. The NDP spoke out 
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and criticized the Harris government for poor bashing, while unions criticized the MCSS 

and warned about Accenture’s dubious past. Ontario Coalition Against Poverty (OCAP), 

with the support of many allies, held hundreds of “hunger clinics” that aimed to secure 

the Special Diet Allowance for more recipients and bring their welfare income to a more 

livable level and later worked endlessly to stop the cuts to the Community Start up and 

Maintenance Benefit. Thousands took to the streets, disrupted and fought back despite the 

seemingly hopeless situation and neoliberal assault.  

Once the Liberals came to power, left-leaning activists saw an opportunity to heal 

the wounds from the Progressive Conservatives’ deep cuts to Ontario’s social assistance 

program. Small increases in welfare rates and the introduction of the Ontario Child 

Benefit were early changes that had minor impacts on the poor. The Provincial Poverty 

Reduction Strategy (2008) included the Liberals’ promise to reduce poverty in Ontario. 

In 2008, Ontario faced a recession brought on by the global financial crisis; hundreds of 

thousands of jobs were lost in the manufacturing sector. As unemployed men were forced 

onto EI and OW, the public discourse of poverty began to shift. For many commentators, 

these were good, hard-working men who had lost their jobs because of a recession. The 

Liberals returned to Keynesian-influenced policies to remedy the situation. While 

unemployed men became the central figures impacted by the recession, and were 

portrayed as the most deserving of assistance, the plight of Aboriginal and racialized 

single mothers on assistance became less prominent in mainstream discourse. In fact, 

women and mothers were increasingly erased in welfare policies and replaced with 

gender neutral “clients” and “workers.” 
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However, despite minor progress, the Liberals continued the “modernization” 

project the Harris government has initiated, ensuring that I&IT tools matched up with 

business practices within public services. Neoliberal management strategies continued to 

dominate public social services subsequently strengthening the neoliberal welfare 

surveillance model and workfare legislation. The MCSS hired a new company Cúram 

(now owned by IBM) to fix Accenture’s outdated and faulty technology. Once again 

millions were transferred into information technology rather than benefits going directly 

to recipients. McGuinty also introduced welfare debit cards to reduce fraud and 

streamline services. The Liberals’ cuts to the Special Diet Allowance and Community 

Start up Maintenance Benefit had harsh consequences on Ontario’s poorest yet the 

McGuinty government remained proud of the 2012 Social Assistance Review and its 

efforts to curb poverty in Ontario.  

All three ruling provincial political parties since the 1990s, have, in their own 

ways, failed to meet the needs of the poor and have institutionalized and normalized the 

regulation, discipline and surveillance of low-income individuals. Chapter 3 and Chapter 

4 have demonstrated that, all parties, regardless of their left-, centre- or right-leaning 

positions, have supported the regulation and surveillance of society’s most marginalized 

populations whether or not that support was explicit or not. They have also all favoured 

neoliberal austerity measures that balance budgets on the backs of the poor while 

reducing corporate taxes and increasing outsourcing and privatization to the private 

sector. While these governments have opted for different strategies and policies, the 

principle of less eligibility, the bifurcation between the deserving and non-deserving 



 

186 

 

 

 

poor, moral regulation, anti-fraud measures (fines, imprisonment etc.) welfare 

surveillance and the technological transformations of welfare services remain.  
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Chapter 5 The Social Services Modernization Project: Privatizing and 

Automating the ‘Ontario Works’ Welfare Surveillance Apparatus 

5.1 Introduction  

 

In what ways has welfare in Ontario been automated and privatized since Harris’ 

“common sense revolution?” What technologies have been used to surveil welfare 

recipients and weed out the undeserving? How have these technologies supported the 

neoliberal agenda to economize and streamline social services? How effective have these 

technologies been in coercing recipients to become good “market” citizens? How have 

single mothers and racialized welfare recipients been impacted by the technological 

changes? In what ways has moral regulation informed the neoliberal technological 

transformations of welfare? This chapter draws attention to the instruments that welfare 

officials have called upon to institutionalize neoliberal welfare reforms in the delivery of 

social assistance in Ontario. I detail the multi-layered surveillance systems spearheaded 

by the Social Services Modernization Project, including the technological surveillance 

units and non-technological (or, “moral surveillance”) legislated under the Ontario Works 

Act 1997.  

Scholars have yet to document the full spectrum of surveillance in Ontario Works. 

Some welfare scholars have focused on the main databases and legislative aspects 

(Lightman et al. 2003, 2004). Feminist and anti-racist scholars have detailed the moral 

regulation, racialized and gendered consequences of neoliberal welfare reforms (Caragata 

and Liegghio 2013; Cossman and Fudge 2002; Galabuzi 2010; Little 2006, 1998; 
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Mirichandani and Chan 2007; Power 2005). And feminist socio-legal scholars have been 

at the forefront of documenting the legislative and criminalization of welfare in Ontario 

(Chunn and Gavigan 2004, 2006 a; Mosher and Hermer 2005; Mosher et al. 2004). All of 

these critiques are important and have provided essential documentation and critique of 

neoliberal welfare reforms. Yet, absent from the discussion are the effects of the 

institutionalization and consequent normalization of welfare surveillance on those 

receiving and delivering social assistance.  

While I have established that the neoliberal welfare turn in Ontario has led to 

significant political and social transformations, this chapter tackles the nuts and bolts that 

have constructed what I identify as the “welfare surveillance apparatus” (see Figure 2). 

First, I discuss New Public Management (NPM) and its role in the development of the 

welfare surveillance apparatus. Second, I provide a detailed overview of the 

technological surveillance mechanisms utilized by OW today. Third, I review OW’s 

surveillance units to provide insight on the workers whose main job is to conduct 

surveillance in accordance with OW policy. Fourth, I identify and critique the non-

technological moral regulation embedded in everyday surveillance – a fundamental 

component of the welfare surveillance apparatus.  

 

 

 

Figure 2 Ontario Works Welfare Surveillance Apparatus from the Application Stage 

to Ongoing Case Management 
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5.2 New Public Management and Welfare Surveillance: Extracting Sources of Profit 

in the Public Sector 

 

 New Public Management is arguably one of the primary instruments of neoliberal 

practices behind Ontario’s welfare reforms. U.K. political scientist Christopher Hood 

coined the term “NPM” in 1987. Over the last 30 years, his research has examined public 

management, regulation, reforms of public services and, more recently, risk management. 

Hood claims that NPM involves “lessening or removing differences between the public 

and the private sector and shifting the emphasis from process accountability toward a 

•Service Delivery Model Technology (SDMT)/SAMS 

•Maintenance Enforcement Computer Application 
(MECA)  

•Consolidated/Enhanced Verification Procedure (EVP) 

•Client Booking System (CBS) 

•Welfare Fraud Hotlines 

•Smart Cards, City Benefit Card 

Technological 
Surveillance  

 

•Consoidated Verification Procedure (CVP) Unit 

•Eligibility Review Officers (ERO)/ Unit 

•Fraud Unit 

•Location Services Workers (LSW)/ Unit 

•Family Responsibility Office (FRO) 
 

 

 

Surveillance Units  
& Workers  

 

•Caseworkers daily enforcement of Participation 
Agreements (PA) and Workfare requirements 

•Addiction Services Initiative (ASI), Drug Testing 

•Spouse in the House Rules, Questionnaire 
 

Moral Surveillance   
(Non-Technological) 
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greater element of accountability in terms of results” (1995: 94). Similarly, Canadian 

scholars Kermaghan and Charih (1997) assert that NPM has three principles: changing 

the machinery of governments (technology and bureaucracy); instituting new approaches 

to internal management (quotas and statistics of workers productivity); and reducing the 

role of the state (market rationalities). As such, NPM is a broad term that defines the 

changing nature of public management in Western capitalist democracies and has been 

the foundation for restructuring the working conditions and responsibilities of social 

workers within welfare offices in Ontario.   

New Public Management strategies reveal the neoliberal justifications for new 

technology, namely the constant search for new areas of profit and expansion. Ontario’s 

privatization of public goods and services (specifically social services) has certainly 

become an area where private corporations can extract profit. Governments are drawn to 

the private sector to solve budgeting issues within the public sector, yet the justifications 

for these partnerships are questionable. For instance, on the one hand there are welfare 

reforms designed to “save money” by reducing rates, and introducing tougher eligibility 

criteria, zero-tolerance policies, time limits, Spouse in the House rules and workfare. On 

the other hand, resources are poured into technologies of regulation, surveillance and 

discipline, such as risk management strategies, databases, welfare fraud investigators, 

specialized surveillance units and call centres. Canadian feminist socio-legal scholars 

argue that anti-fraud measures do not save the government money “since there is an 

increase in state initiated intervention and state expenditures” (Gavigan and Chunn 

2007:768). Moreover, Mosher and Hermer’s (2005) research on Ontario welfare fraud 
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found that out of 38,000 investigations the fraud rate was less than one percent and only 

0.1 percent were criminally charged with fraud (2005:6). Despite such minute figures, a 

sizeable portion of OW’s budget is spent searching for, flagging and surveilling 

potentially fraudulent recipients – resources have been transferred into the fraud unit, 

eligibility review officers, welfare fraud hotlines, updating risk criteria and technology 

and so on. NPM promises to make government services more accountable and efficient 

and justifies its practices for the most part through discourses of “reorganization” and 

“modernization” leading welfare agencies to act more like private sector businesses than 

state-funded public services. As governments become more business-oriented in their 

approaches, policies and delivery of publically funded welfare programs, the door is 

opened for large private corporations such as Accenture and Cúram/IBM to profit from 

these services.  

Welfare surveillance affects a multitude of people, most obviously the recipients 

of welfare but also the caseworkers who administer benefits. Donna Baines’ (2004) 

research comprised 83 in-depth interviews with social workers across Canada to explore 

the outcomes of New Public Management. These interviews gave her first-hand insight 

into NPM and neoliberal restructuring, and illuminated the ways in which social services 

were altered via NPM’s emphasis on a minimalist state with pro-market residual welfare 

state agencies. The impacts on workers included deskilling and disciplining workers via 

performance-based measurements, targets and timelines (ibid: 5). Ultimately, these 

developments have amplified the levels of surveillance and scrutiny that caseworkers 

experience in their workplaces (see Chapter 6). Baines argues that when such 
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organizational changes are implemented, the management of labour processes intensifies 

in order to meet goals of efficiency and accountability that are “constructed entirely as 

achievement of performance targets” consequently disciplining the workers (ibid: 7). 

NPM has coincided with neoliberal models of “lean production” introduced to the factory 

floors of automobile plants in the 1990s to discipline workers and maximize productivity. 

Lean production is “characterized by outsourcing of work, flexible work forces, just-in-

time deliverables and the elimination of all forms of error” (ibid: 3). Moreover, this 

model translates into “lean work organization” and coupled with NPM “diminishes the 

differences between private and public human services sectors by reducing the higher 

quality of service and work life once found in the latter, and eroding public support for, 

or participation in, public service delivery” (ibid: 8).  

Researchers in the U.K., Australia and Sweden have found that New Public 

Management’s emphasis on the intensification of work, measurement of performance and 

cost efficiencies have gendered impacts that negatively affect women workers (Berg and 

Barry 2008; Harlow 2002; Thomas and Davis 2005). A “masculine competitive” 

subjectivity has been fostered within social services in these jurisdictions “characterized 

by an image of the aggressive and ‘pushy’ individual, who identifies with being 

competitive, ruthless and target-oriented” (Thomas and Davis 2005: 689). The masculine 

competitive subjectivity, which is considered the “ideal” worker under NPM, undermines 

gendered “care work” associated with social work and, “despite the numerical dominance 

of women in social work, management and managerial careers within social work remain 
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highly gendered with masculinist discursive practices, and social expectations prevailing” 

(Berg et al. 2008:115; Moffatt 2001). 

 Embodying the tactics of NPM, in March 2000, the Ontario government, with the 

help of Accenture’s technology, fitted social services workers with electronic devices in a 

16-week trial to track their activities virtually every minute of every day. A small black 

box was attached to the workers’ computers and it would beep several times every hour, 

prompting workers to punch in a code to indicate what they were doing at that exact 

moment (CUPE 2003).
122

 This data was then used to assess their productivity with the 

goal of altering management approaches to enhance workers’ efficiency. The union 

contested these tracking tools and successfully demanded that the boxes be removed after 

the 16-week trial was over. This case demonstrates that both welfare recipients and the 

workers who administer welfare are under the watchful eye of Ontario Works.  

 A decade later in 2011-2012, caseworkers underwent new training on customer 

service called “Sales” to address workers’ rapport with welfare recipients. Unlike the 

previous attempt to surveil workers’ productivity this training was geared towards 

“putting a personal touch into social services” to ensure that recipients are “not just a 

number” and to provide “good customer service” (Tom CW3-12).
123

 However, some 

workers were very critical of this training because it focused on “touchy feely” aspects of 

customer service rather than properly educating caseworkers how to administer services 

in an effective way that may actually help recipients move forward (ibid). I would argue 

                                                      

122
 Also see Hennessy and Sawchuk (2003).  

123
 There is no public record about the “Sales” training model; the information I gathered about it came 

directly from the frontline workers and management I interviewed.  
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that this training, while it may intend to re-humanize welfare “clients,” still adheres to 

neoliberal business-oriented approaches to relationships between frontline workers and 

recipients. The name alone – Sales – implies recipients are “customers” and reproduces 

business discourse and practices within social services. Furthermore, it assumes a market 

of “choices” exists for the welfare recipient.  

 Finally, by November 2014 OW offices implemented a new database technology 

developed by Cúram called the Social Assistance Management System [SAMS], which is 

allegedly more “user friendly,” “efficient,” and allows more one-on-one time with 

recipients. These changes have required workers to undergo retraining and endure the 

rocky implementation stage, which, as mentioned in Chapter 4, was incredibly frustrating 

for caseworkers. Moreover, workers’ experienced heightened levels of discipline and 

surveillance of their work activities as management kept a close watch on the 

effectiveness of new management systems.
124

 While NPM has driven market 

involvement in areas previously under the jurisdiction of the public sector, new 

instruments of regulation as well as sources of profit have emerged through the 

development of welfare surveillance. Suddenly, there is profit to be made in creating an 

“efficient” and “modern” welfare system by reducing caseloads, disentitling recipients to 

reduce costs, implementing new technologies to augment and data mine information, 

charging recipients for overpayments and restricting caseworkers’ autonomy by 

automating their workplace. As Gavigan and Chunn point out, it is not only the poor who 
                                                      

124
 Also see Baines (2004) who critiques this model because “efficiency and accountability are useful 

trigger words for those seeking to dismantle or minimize public provision of services, as they are goals that 

can seemingly never be realized” (9). 
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are recipients or “beneficiaries” of state welfare (2007:736). The political and economic 

ramifications of New Public Management in establishing punitive and regulatory welfare 

surveillance are significant.  

5.3 The Political Economy of Welfare Surveillance: Outsourcing and Privatizing 

Technologies of Control 

 

Accenture is the private corporation that the MCSS hired under the Business 

Transformation Project (BTP) to accelerate neoliberal welfare reforms by developing 

new software to administer the redesigned Ontario Works system. As I alluded in Chapter 

4, the purpose of the technological overhaul of Ontario’s welfare services was a) to 

modernize the delivery and administration of welfare, b) to create a streamlined and 

efficient delivery program and c) to save money and reduce fiscal costs. From the 

perspective of the Fraser Institute, a well-known Canadian right-wing think tank, the 

Accenture partnership was a “creative endeavor” involving “a technological overhaul of 

the administration (and to a lesser extent, the delivery) of Ontario Works...the project has 

been a bold move towards opening up administrative services to the private sector” 

(Gabel et al. 2004: 5).
125

 The BTP and Common Cause Procurement (CCP) contracts not 

                                                      

125
 Other conservative voices agreed. Thomasian, for instance, perceived the BTP and the CCP as “a 

fundamentally new way for governments to hire services in a competitive-bidding process that establishes a 

contractual relationship designed to deliver high quality solutions that are innovative, timely, and capable 

of meeting evolving needs” (1999:1).  
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only paid Accenture to develop the new software but Accenture would also become a 

partner and therefore profit from neoliberal welfare reforms to “modernize” welfare.
126

  

To discover more information about the BTP contract, I initiated several 

expensive Freedom of Information and Protection Privacy Act (FIPPA) requests between 

2011 and 2012. After months of communication, I finally received the “SDMT Services 

Contract between the Minister of Community, Family and Children’s Services [MCFCS] 

and Accenture” – the contract that developed out of the Request for Proposals (SSB-

023651) December 27, 2001 (Schedule A 2002:2). Out of the 184 pages that included the 

Service Delivery Model Technology (SDMT) Services Contract with Accenture and the 

Service Legal Agreement between the Community and Social Services Programs I & IT 

Branch, the Human Services I & IT Cluster, the MCFCS and Accenture, only 29 pages 

were legible; the rest were redacted at the request of Accenture.
127

 The most detailed 

uncensored section indicated that the government was essentially restricted under a gag 

order from speaking about the agreement: “The vendor will not at any time directly or 

indirectly initiate communication with the media queries, the vendor will use pre-agreed 

key messages” (ibid). Similarly, the contract instructed that “[n]o communication will be 

                                                      

126
 The turn to business-oriented partnerships between governments and private corporations to privatize 

public service delivery is indicative of wider neoliberal trends within social services in other Western 

democracies. For instance, in July 2013, U.K. newspaper The Guardian published an article that examined 

the privatization of the criminal justice system and how private companies are increasingly hired to run 

prisons and immigration centres at exponential costs (Travis and Bowers 2013). In fact, England’s 

privatization of social services and the relaxing of laws meant to police private companies that fail to 

provide these services is well documented (Syal 2013). A serious lack of accountability and transparency in 

the privatization of a multitude of social services from prisons and welfare offices to foster care is troubling 

especially as this trend shows no sign of abatement.  
127

 Information that would have been highly useful for this study was blacked out: Service Costs, SDMT 

Technical Components, Roles and Responsibilities (Schedule K), Change Management Processes, 

Management Services, SDMT Production Operations/Non Production Operations, and SDMT Governance 

and Decision Making Frameworks. 
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undertaken without the prior approval of the Director of Communications” at the 

Ministry of Community Family and Child Services Canada (ibid: Exhibit B). The key 

details of a public-private partnership were deliberately hidden from the Ontario 

electorate.  

In light of the minimal information I was able to garner from the Service Delivery 

Model Technology contract due to the extensive redactions, I turned my attention to 

Accenture’s own reports, media engagements and claims made on their public website. 

Accenture is clear about its role and expertise in the privatization of public services and 

draws on a variety of its own reports to support and justify its work provided to 

governments. For instance, Accenture’s webpage “Canada Ontario Ministry of 

Community and Social Services: Business Transformation” claims that the company’s 

services provided Ontario’s social assistance program with “new business processes and 

supporting technology to improve service to citizens and prevent fraud”
 
 (Accenture 

2010a). Reflecting their neoliberal values of efficiency, accountability and profit 

accumulation, Accenture further boasted about the positive financial outcomes that their 

services provided: “[T]he five-year project to modernize Ontario’s welfare delivery 

system has generated over $692 million in savings” and since the completion of the 

project in January 2002 “it is expected to generate an estimated $200 million in net 

savings for the province, municipalities, and taxpayers” (Accenture 2010a).
 128

   

                                                      

128
 During Accenture’s partnership with the MCSS, they won several awards in 2001 and 2003 from the 

Canadian Council for Private-Public Partnerships, including the prestigious Gold Award for Service 

Delivery, which “recognized projects that demonstrated innovation, creativity, and service excellence in 

public-private partnerships” (www.accenture.com). These high-profile awards and recognition for 

excellence significantly shaped the discourses surrounding the new technologies while simultaneously 

http://www.accenture.com/
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Accenture asserted that the savings that their technology provided represented “a 

net return of 143 percent for the Ontario government” (ibid). However, these savings 

were borne on the backs of the poor. The MCSS promised that savings from the Business 

Transformation Project and Common Cause Procurement would be extracted from 

reduced welfare caseloads and streamlined services. But the government only recouped a 

portion of these savings as the contract stipulated that a predetermined amount of the 

money freed from lower caseloads would help pay for Accenture’s services. Meanwhile 

the actual costs of the partnership were underreported. The MCSS capped their payment 

to Accenture at $180 million to ensure the technology operational and this was followed 

by a subsequent cost of $197 million. Between 2005–2006 and 2008–2009, technological 

problems and glitches cost the government $5.5 million, while the costs to maintain the 

technology remain unknown. Whatever profits remained after subtracting these costs 

were made at the expense of the 600,000 individuals that left Ontario’s welfare caseloads 

from 1995–2002, a majority of which were terminated cases as a result of the welfare 

reforms including stringent eligibility criteria and extensive anti-fraud measures.
129

 

Frontline caseworkers also felt the pinch as their workloads increased and they were 

expected to process cases faster with the new computer software and meet office quotas. 

Rather than highlighting these harsh realities, the media, Accenture and the MCSS 

                                                                                                                                                              

shadowing critique and dissent against the new public-private partnership. It was as though Accenture’s 

technologies were being celebrated as successful before they were tested and tried by OW (see Accenture 

2010b “Business Transformation Summary”). 
129

 See Herd (2002) “Rhetoric and Retrenchment: Ontario’s ‘Common Sense’ Welfare Reform,” and the 

Ontario Government’s 2000 report “Making Welfare Work: Report to Taxpayers on Welfare Reform.” 
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celebrated that $226 million of the $378 million in savings were attributed to the new 

(surveillance) technology (Daniels and Ewart 2002:26).  

5.3.1 Critiques of Accenture’s Neoliberal Surveillance Technologies 

 

The so-called savings and the value of Accenture’s technologies have not gone 

unchallenged. Policymakers, opposition parties, the Ontario Auditor General (OAG) and 

even Ministry of Community and Social Service (MCSS) managers have critiqued 

Accenture’s claims as inaccurate and problematic.
130

 In 2001, the Liberal opposition 

called the Accenture contract a “boondoggle” at the expense of taxpayers and criticized 

the PC government for its overuse of private consultants that charged hundreds of dollars 

an hour. Accenture managers, for instance, charged over $575 per hour for their 

consultations (Girard 2003: 8). By 2005, Accenture’s costs exceeded $377 million, $197 

million dollars over budget (Gabel et al. 2004: 22; Girard 2003; OAG 2009).
131

 The 2004 

OAG report found that the Business Transformation Project risks, benefits and costs were 

not equally shared between the MCSS and Accenture as originally agreed upon. Instead, 

the MCSS “accepted most if not all of the risk for the Business Transformation Project 

while Accenture received a disproportionate amount of the rewards” (OAG 2004: 1). The 

OAG further critiqued Accenture’s claim of significant savings as a result of its 

                                                      

130
 Politicians and social service managers who spoke out against Accenture include: Shelly Martel (2004), 

Ontario Legislator; Janet Mentard (2002), OW Peel Region; Peter Kormos (2004), Legislator of Opposition 

Party; Heather MacVicar (2004), Toronto Social Services; Erik Peters (2004), Ontario Auditor; Sam 

Merulla (2004), City Councillor for Hamilton; and Sandra Pupatello (2004), Social Services Minister 

(Brennan and Benzie 2004; Dix 2004; Hennessy and Sawchuk 2003; Songini 2004, 2005).  
131

 This statistic does not reflect the additional costs exceeding millions of dollars to fix problems with the 

technology, figures that are currently unavailable to the public.  
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technology. It was by no means evident that Accenture’s technology actually reduced the 

number of welfare recipients. The Auditor General contended that “case terminations 

occur for various reasons, including changes in economic conditions, changes in policies, 

as well as changes in administrative procedures...[the reasons for lower caseloads] cannot 

be determined with absolute certainty” (OAG cited in Borins 2003: 3).  

It is clear that, from the outset, the Business Transformation Project was designed 

primarily to help welfare administrators reduce costs rather than helping the recipients of 

the services. The two-step application process, stricter eligibility criteria, workfare, 

Spouse in the House rules, disallowing recipients to top-up benefits with part-time work 

and increased documentation and surveillance were implemented to deter applicants in 

order to lower caseloads for cost savings (also known as diversion programs). John 

Stapleton, a former senior policy analyst who worked with the Ontario Government for 

28 years in the social assistance unit, suggests that no senior administrator would openly 

admit that the fundamental aim of the Accenture contract was to disentitle recipients. He 

claims, “you’re never going to find someone in the system that says ‘oh we deliberately 

make it tough’” (Interview 2012). Yet as Dean Herd and Andrew Mitchell’s (2003) 

research reveals, the real intent behind the systemic changes to welfare was to “restrict 

entry and reduce benefits” (115). Moreover, a 2005 report for the Law Commission of 

Canada by Janet Mosher and Joe Hermer questioned the new technologies’ capacity to 

deter alleged welfare fraud, which was one of the driving justifications for new 

surveillance software in the first place. Their report found that in 2001–2002 there were 

0.1 percent fraud convictions out of 38,000 investigations (6). The extremely low rate of 
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fraud convictions makes one question why Accenture’s technology became such a pivotal 

component of restructuring. These findings must also make us question how much 

Accenture actually saved and for whom – taxpayers, the MCSS, Accenture? 

OW caseworkers and management have continued to voice concerns about the 

efficiency and value of Accenture’s technology. Complaints from frontline caseworkers 

made headlines in 2004 when Accenture’s technology was unable to account for a 3 

percent increase in welfare cheques to welfare recipients, which ended up costing the 

Ontario government $7.5 million in repairs (Brennan and Benzie 2004; Dix 2004; 

Hennessy and Sawchuk 2003; Songini 2004).
132

 Meanwhile, recipients were forced to 

return their overpayments. In response to the computer glitch that cost the city millions, 

Toronto Social Services Manager Heather MacVicar described Accenture’s technology 

as “too complex,” “difficult to use” and “inefficient” (Songini 2004). The Ontario 

Auditor General report in 2004 and again in 2009 suggested that Accenture’s technology 

had “internal control deficiencies” and was a “step back” from previous technologies 

(OAG 2004:2, 2009). The Ministry of Community Social Services exorbitant 

overspending on Accenture’s services and technology, the unreliable statistics on savings, 

the negative impacts on recipients (e.g. having to pay for technological mistakes such as 

overpayments) and finally the complaints from caseworkers, the caseworkers’ union 

CUPE, management and city councillors all indicate that Accenture did not deliver the 

                                                      

132
  There was another technological glitch in April 2013. Seventeen thousand Ontario welfare cheques 

were incorrectly issued because of a computer glitch with the SDMT (CBC: 2013). Some recipients have 

rent and utilities automatically deducted from their cheques; in this case, those amounts were not deducted 

and, as such, they were given their full amount. Press releases stated that they had never seen this happen 

before, but clearly something similar had happened in 2004.   
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efficient, cost-cutting system they had promised and had agreed to under the BTP 

contract with the MCSS. 

5.3.2 Ontario Works’ Surveillance Technologies 

 

What were the main technological developments of the Business Transformation 

Project, 1997–2002? Together, the SDMT, the Consolidated Verification Process (CVP) 

and the Maintenance Enforcement Computer Assistance [MECA] are the primary 

surveillance technologies that automated the processing and sharing of information for 

social assistance programs in Ontario. In 1997, Accenture started working on a new 

provincial delivery system for welfare that promised to reduce duplicate applications, 

create a two-step application system, include third party verification and provide 

streamlined service delivery (Herd and Mitchell 2003; Maki 2009, 2011). By 2001, the 

SDMT developed by Accenture became the provincial operating system used for case 

management. It data mines information from risk analysis, third parties (banks, Equifax, 

Canada Revenue Agency, EI and so on), workfare participation (attendance records, 

certificate upgrades, etc.), addictions treatments (doctor’s notes and attendance records) 

and any additional documentation requested and/or entered by caseworkers (OW Policy 

Officer 2008; OW DIR 2.1–5). Basically, it is the electronic version of a recipient’s file, 

which can be accessed at any time and acts as a permanent record.
133

 In 2006, a report by 

                                                      

133
 It is unknown what happens to a recipient’s data once they leave OW, how long it is kept and if it is ever 

destroyed.  
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the General Manager of Toronto’s Social Services Division, Heather MacVicar, declared 

this technology was a primary “defense” against welfare fraud (2006: 2).
134

  

5.3.3 Consolidated Verification Process (CVP) 

 

  Accenture developed the Consolidated Verification Process CVP alongside the 

SDMT in 1998–2001 and changed case-review processes from time-based (i.e. four 

meetings per year) to risk-based, meaning that recipients could be required to attend more 

than four meetings per year depending on how often their casefile was flagged by the 

automated system for risk criteria (Herd and Mitchell 2003). The CVP is the provincial 

tool that standardizes case reviews by flagging files based on predetermined perceptions 

of risk to commit welfare fraud. According to former senior policy analyst John 

Stapleton, the MCSS and Accenture believed they would locate most of the savings 

through case terminations via the CVP risk criteria (Interview 2012).
135

 Working with the 

SDMT, the CVP authorizes frequent file reviews to ensure that no overpayments occur 

and to uncover cases of fraud. The more risks that an individual case accumulates, the 

more potential there is for reviews, follow-up meetings and investigations. This process 

has considerably increased the amount of paperwork and documentation required from 

recipients to prove ongoing eligibility, documentation that is not always accessible or 

                                                      

134
 As of the fall of 2014, SAMS has taken over the SDMT. Because I interviewed workers in 2011–2012, it 

is not possible for me to know what effects this new technology has had. 
135

 Stapleton notes “what they were doing at the time was saying, ‘look there’s no money’… the way that 

they [the Ministry] did business at that time was that we know the government doesn’t have any money so 

what we’re going to do is create a cost savings pool… if we do these things we’ll get a savings like CVP 

for example, so to get what they call the verification process which was where they figured the savings 

were going to come out of” (Interview 2012).   
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viable to obtain for many people. For example, recent immigrants and refugees may have 

lost paperwork during civil wars, women escaping domestic violence may have had their 

documents destroyed or stolen by ex-partners, and those who move frequently may have 

lost their documents or they are not locally available (Little 1998; Mirchandani and Chan 

2007).    

Premised on the assumption of widespread fraud, individual cases are flagged 

based on “risk criteria” that are assumed to be linked to fraud (ODSP DIR 3.1–6, 12.1). 

The OWA 1997 lacks transparency in its definition of risk criteria. Through interviews 

with caseworkers, I was able to confirm that OW policy analysts calculated risk criteria 

by considering the current economic climate as well as OW quotas that are often tied to 

funding allotments from the province. There are many potential “risk flags”: a recent 

move, high rental fees, a change in relationship status, application to post-secondary 

education, having a roommate, being on assistance for more than 36 months, and being a 

single parent and not receiving child support (ODSP DIR 3.3, 12.1; OW DIR 9.1). 

Commenting on the CVP, Herd and Mitchell (2003) argue that “[r]ather than a system 

intended to monitor eligibility, which is no more or less than one would expect in a social 

assistance system, we have termed the new system one of ongoing surveillance” (5, 

emphasis added). The Social Assistance Review Final Report (2012), “Reforming 

Ontario’s Social Assistance Program,” has echoed these sentiments calling for an audit-

based system rather than a surveillance-based system. Overall, the CVP has mandated 

more reviews, more often, and gives recipients less time to meet deadlines to provide 
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such information. It also does not acknowledge the extra costs associated with obtaining 

some of these documents and the difficulties of locating older or lost documents.  

While most caseworkers and anti-poverty advocates agree that some 

documentation should be required to obtain financial assistance, the current standards are 

excessive and unnecessary. At the minimum, OW applicants are required to submit their 

social insurance number, health number, proof of all family members’ identity and date 

of birth, verification of Canadian status, income, assets, debts, and shelter and school 

attendance records (OW DIR 9.1). Arguably, risk-based surveillance technologies spurred 

new understandings of recipients’ eligibility for assistance and redefined which segments 

of the poor were most deserving or undeserving of financial benefits.  

Caseworkers informed me in 2011 that OW was in the process of phasing out the 

CVP unit reorganizing it as the “Eligibility Verification Process” [EVP]. The EVP 

equivocally functions like the CVP assessing risk criteria, only now the work has been 

downloaded to frontline caseworkers rather than being carried out by a separate unit 

responsible for case reviews. Caseworkers also use the Client Booking System in 

conjunction with the EVP to essentially “track” clients’ attendance records to ensure that 

they are complying with their workfare activities and Participation Agreement. 

Caseworkers whom I interviewed were unhappy with increasing responsibilities having 

been added to their already large caseloads.
136

 Undoubtedly this move increased the 

                                                      

136
 In Chapter 6, caseworkers reflect on these changes noting how it has increased their administrative 

labour adversely impacting the time that they can devote to their clients one-on-one. One caseworker, who 

was close to retirement was located in the CVP unit and disapproved of downloading such tasks to front 

line workers and was also concerned about how her job becoming obsolete so close to her retirement 
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amount of time caseworkers spend doing surveillance and further demonstrated that 

caseworkers’ jobs have become primarily driven by data input and risk management 

rather than by face-to-face social work interactions (See Chapter 6).   

5.3.4 Maintenance Enforcement Computer Assistance (MECA) 

 

In addition to excessive documentation requirements, risk-based criteria and flags, 

another key anti-fraud technology is the Maintenance Enforcement Computer Assistance 

(MECA), which is utilized to ensure eligibility criteria by verifying an individual’s 

identity. To do so, MECA may access third-party databases to reassess all documents 

submitted to the caseworkers and data-sharing agreements exist with other government 

bodies, such as the Ministry of Transportation, Equifax (a consumer credit reporting 

agency), Canada Revenue Agency, Service Canada, Citizenship and Immigration 

Canada, the Workplace Safety and Insurance Board, credit bureau services and EI 

(MacVicar 2006; OW DIR 5.5, 11.5, ODSP DIR 3.1:5). Essentially, MECA is an 

information-sharing database used by caseworkers to validate an applicant’s identity 

using Freedom of Information and Protection of Privacy Act (FIPPA). MECA authorizes 

welfare officials to divulge a multitude of personal and financial information with other 

government agencies, yet the power of MECA does not end there. MECA can request 

additional information about recipients from Insurance, Crime Prevention, Ministry of 

Training Colleges and Universities, Ministry of Community Safety, and Correctional 

                                                                                                                                                              

(Elaine CW1-11). These concerns are rarely publicized leaving the public in the dark about how 

“modernization” has transferred more administrative and bureaucratic duties onto front line caseworkers.  
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Services (MacVicar 2006: 2). Evidently, this surveillance technology empowers OW to 

drastically widen the scope of monitoring recipients in a manner that was impossible with 

older methods that relied on caseworkers’ suspicions, written records and home 

investigations.   

5.3.5 Welfare Fraud Hotlines 

 

In 1995, PC Premier Harris initiated anonymous welfare fraud hotlines. The 

public was encouraged to call the welfare fraud hotlines to report people they suspected 

of having committed welfare fraud. The hotlines have become one of the more well-

known surveillance tools used to deter fraud and make the public feel as though there is 

some sort of accountability in place for their tax dollars. The hotlines are managed out of 

a call centre where callers anonymous “reports” are not recorded nor are they transcribed; 

yet they are considered enough “proof” to investigate welfare recipients.
137

 According to 

the City of Toronto, in 2014 every call to the fraud hotlines was followed up by 

caseworkers, Eligibility Review Officers, or the fraud unit (2014b). The fraud hotlines 

insinuate linkages between poverty, social assistance and criminality as the public is 

invited into the surveillance gaze to catch welfare fraudsters in the form of “community 

surveillance” (see Kohler Hausmann 2007). Bannerji (2000) asserts that “[t]his ‘snitch 

line’ violates human dignity/human rights, creates a state of legal surveillance, and 

organizes people into vigilante-style relationships with one another. It brings racism and 
                                                      

137
 OW does not make this information available to the public. I tried to call the hotlines to speak to a 

manager to verify this information; my call was not answered. I discovered this information from an 

interview with a Legal Aid worker whose caseload included recipients who were contesting fraud 

accusations (KLA-11).  
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sexism to a boiling point by stimulating an everyday culture of racist sexism, and it 

creates an atmosphere that can only be described as fascistic” (72, emphasis added). As 

such, the hotlines function to “other,” whereby welfare recipients, unlike the rest of 

society, are subject to public scrutiny of their daily activities and survival strategies. 

Recipients, as discussed in more detail in Chapters 7 and 8, are denied privacy rights 

intensifying the culture of fear, surveillance and control in OW. According to feminist 

legal scholars, two disturbing trends have emerged in fraud hotline reports. For one, 

individuals who have grudges with recipients may be inclined to call the hotline as an act 

of revenge (Mosher and Hermer 2005:13; Mosher et al. 2004; Mosher 2011). For 

instance, in a 2004 report (Walking on Eggshells: Abused Women’s Experiences of 

Ontario’s Welfare System) single women receiving assistance disclosed that their ex-

partners called the fraud hotlines to further abuse them through false allegations of fraud 

(Mosher et al. 2004). Also, in another study it was found that Spouse in the House 

violations – allegations that single women are living with a boyfriend or partner yet 

claiming “single status” to receive more assistance – were the second most frequently 

reported issue to welfare fraud hotlines (Little 2001:26; Mosher 2011). These studies in 

conjunction with Bannerji’s (2000) anti-racist analysis question the validity of welfare 

fraud hotlines that disproportionately target and other single mothers and the racialized 

poor.  

5.3.6 Smart Cards: City Services Benefit Card 
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 Smart cards have existed in welfare legislation since the launch of the Ontario 

Works Act 1997 and were put into circulation in 2012 starting with the city of Toronto. 

As of March 2015, the Ontario government stated that social assistance benefit cards will 

be implemented across Ontario in an effort to “reduce stigma” and save recipients who do 

not have bank accounts and direct deposit the high fees associated with cashing cheques 

at MoneyMarts and other short term loan services (Brennan 2015). Smart cards are 

usually government identity cards that store the holder’s personal information; they 

authenticate individuals’ identity and store their personal data (Cavoukian 2001). Some 

social service agencies in the U.S. utilize smart cards, or Electronic Benefits Transfer 

cards to permit “more precise tracking and monitoring of client behaviour” (Eubanks 

2006:6). In an open letter in 2001, Ontario’s Privacy Commissioner Anne Cavoukian 

publicly cautioned David Tsubouchi the chair of the management board of cabinet 

against issuing smart cards for welfare recipients. She warned that “[t]he location and 

time stamp information of each smart card transaction, coupled with the cardholder’s 

personal information, creates the potential for a powerful surveillance tool” (2001:1, 

emphasis added). Again in 2003, Cavoukian warned against the smart cards because “the 

huge databases and inevitable demand for access by various departments, creates 

significant privacy and security vulnerabilities” (2003:2). Regardless of these privacy 

concerns, the Ministry of Community Social Services went ahead and instituted the 

benefit card in 2012. OW bureaucrats claim that the new debit card, which they have 

named “City Services Benefit Card,” is beneficial for recipients and OW because it 

reduces the stigma of cashing welfare cheques, it is more secure for those without bank 
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accounts, and it will reduce overhead costs to print welfare cheques. Furthermore, OW 

bureaucrats promise that OW caseworkers do not have access to the transactions but since 

caseworkers already have the power to request bank statements, it is unclear what would 

stop them from requesting these debit card transactions too. It is too early to tell how this 

new technology will affect recipients, yet it does appear to be a win-win situation for OW 

as a cost saving and surveillance measure. However, Eubank’s (2006) research in the 

U.S. demonstrates that these cards can be used to surveil and track welfare recipients, and 

can be highly intrusive and act to curtail the purchasing autonomy of recipients.  

5.3.7 Biometrics 

 

Biometric technologies use the physiological characteristics of individuals, such 

as fingerprints, DNA, or facial features, to verify their identity. Examples include DNA 

testing, facial recognition and iris scanning. Biometrics are explicitly designed for 

surveillance. They are not currently used by OW but legislatively exist in the OWA 1997 

(Part V 75–76) and were utilized in a pilot study. In 1996, Toronto introduced a pilot 

study asking OW recipients to voluntarily test out new finger-scanning biometric 

technology. In response, anti-poverty groups, such as the Ontario Coalition Against 

Poverty (OCAP), organized a demonstration outside of Metro Hall in Toronto where 

hundreds of activists showed up to protest biometrics in a heated yet festive confrontation 

with OW bureaucrats and caseworkers. John Clarke, a longtime member of OCAP, 

recalled that one activist actually fingerprinted an MCSS employee and protestors held up 

signs showing the middle finger that stated, “Scan This” (Interview 2012). Due to 
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widespread public disapproval, the pilot project was scrapped. However, the legislation to 

mandate biometrics for welfare recipients still exists and can be reinstated at any given 

time. Ontario’s Privacy Commissioner also weighed in on the Biometrics debate in 

Parliament and warned the MCSS that the use of biometrics with welfare recipients is 

problematic because “biometrics are very powerful personal identifiers, capable of 

functioning as the ultimate tool of surveillance” (Cavoukian 2001:2, 2007). Nonetheless, 

there are government working groups that regularly meet to debate the issue.
138

 

Evidently, the welfare surveillance apparatus utilizes a multitude of technologies that, 

alongside third-party verification agreements, incorporate a host of government and 

regulatory bodies to participate in surveilling the poor. Pleace (2007) argues that in order 

to fully understand the consequences of government surveillance of poor people, we must 

develop an analysis that accounts for how discrimination and exclusion is built into 

surveillance mashups (944–947). He further asserts that poor people’s personal data is 

used by U.K. state officials to regulate those with “sustained worklessness,” including the 

unemployed, low-income individuals, the homeless, drug users and former offenders:  

[T]here is an emphasis on both targeting them with services and also preventing 

their getting into such a position in the first place. Following this logic, there is a 

need to locate, target and track specifically defined individuals and households 

and also to map the areas where they are concentrated. The result is that U.K. 

social policy depends on surveillance – it has an internal logic that necessitates 

surveillance in order to function (948, emphasis original). 

 

As such, I contend that welfare surveillance in OW is panoptic and regulatory in the 

Foucauldian sense, as well as exclusionary and discriminatory as it socially sorts and 

                                                      

138
 See Cavoukian’s 2007 report “Biometric Encryption: The Privacy-Enhancing Biometric of Choice.”  



 

212 

 

 

 

“others” welfare recipients into categories of riskiness and (un)deservedness. This heavy 

reliance on mass data-sharing with multiple social services is what Roger Clarke (1994) 

refers to as “dataveillance.” In other words, surveillance does not necessarily mean that 

individuals are being watched by people but rather that their personal data is constantly 

being tracked and stored, shared and flagged across multiple institutions and databases 

(Henman and Marston 2008:188; Lyon 2001, 2004). Dataveillance provides new 

opportunities for mistakes and technological glitches. Indeed, the new modernized OW 

system has been unable to account for rate increases and has been criticized on several 

accounts for the automatic “overpayments” that have been issued to recipients.  

The term “overpayment” is misleading because the system automatically 

generates such overpayments for a variety of small routine changes to a recipient’s 

income. Anti-poverty activists from the Income Security Advisory Centre note, 

“[u]nfortunately, OW and ODSP [call] these routine debits and adjustments 

‘overpayments’, which contributes to a misperception that there is widespread abuse in 

the system” (ISAC 2009). For instance, if a recipient is asked by their employer to work 

an extra hour that was not estimated on their income card, or if someone receives back 

pay in child support, they will face an overpayment. The system itself is designed in such 

a way that when technological errors occur within the system, the welfare recipient, not 

the caseworker or administrator, is penalized. Arguably, automated financial penalties, 

coupled with the lack of transparency on the part of OW, perpetuates a culture of fear as 

recipients may often feel uniformed or confused about overpayments or misinterpret it as 
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a fraudulent charge.
139

 Moreover, as OW policy states, “[i]f the information is not 

processed and the recipient receives an amount he/she knows to be incorrect, the onus is 

on the recipient to notify Ontario Works staff of this error” (OW DIR 9.3: 10).
140

 

Payments are then taken off the recipient’s monthly financial benefits until the 

overpayment is recouped.
141

 According to the single mothers I interviewed, 

overpayments happen frequently, and in many cases the overpayment is not adequately 

explained to the recipient and many fear that they are being charged for fraud, or will 

face other harsh penalties. Overpayments instill surveillance (i.e. constant, regular 

reporting of any and all changes to OW) and function to retract responsibility of OW 

caseworkers and the system’s errors by placing onus on the recipient ostensibly ignoring 

the harsh realities of living in poverty such as job hours that vary, child care costs that 

vary, that child support payments are rarely made on time if the father is also living in 

poverty, and precarious housing as poor individuals move often and face rental fee 

changes as they do so. 

5.4 Non-Technological Welfare Surveillance: Moral Surveillance 

 

                                                      

139
 Single mothers interviewed in this study felt that overpayments made them feel as though they had done 

something wrong and some thought that it meant they would be charged with welfare fraud (see Chapter 7).  
140

 The legislation concurs that “[a]n overpayment should be established where a recipient received an 

amount in excess of the amount to which the recipient was eligible to receive. Causes of overpayments 

include, but are not limited to, delays in reporting changes in circumstances, non-disclosure of information, 

misrepresentation of facts, administrative error, and excess assets” (OW DIR 9.3: 2).  
141

 According to Directive 9.3 the recovery rate OW places on future assistance payments is as follows: 

“The default recovery rate in the Service Delivery Model Technology (SDMT) should be set at 5% of 

budgetary requirements. This amount may be reduced if the overpayment would result in undue hardship to 

the recipient, or increased up to 10% where there is evidence of the recipient’s capacity to pay” (3). 



 

214 

 

 

 

 There are numerous non-technological surveillance mechanisms that caseworkers 

are legislated to use in the everyday delivery of welfare to maintain their quotas and keep 

tabs on recipients. Caseworkers, as agents of surveillance, Participation Agreements, 

Addictions Initiative Services, and Spouse in the House rules all play a crucial role in the 

welfare surveillance apparatus. Although these surveillance procedures do not have the 

same technological power as large databases and risk assessments, nor do they contain 

the same “objective,” “neutral” and “apolitical” assumptions, they are extremely invasive 

and negatively affect recipients’ everyday lives and privacy. The term “non-

technological” does not denote the full range and power of these seemingly benign 

activities. As such, I employ the term “moral surveillance”
142

 to facilitate an 

understanding that these non-technical surveillance mechanisms are not benign as they 

are infused with moralistic regulatory techniques. Moral surveillance instruments regulate 

recipients in three fundamental ways: 1) they classify what kind of work-related activities 

are appropriate in exchange for financial benefits, including where, and under what 

conditions, recipients will work; 2) they determine personal life skills development 

programs including treatment(s) recipients will undergo to address addictions and other 

defined barriers; and 3) they interrogate recipient’s relationships, living arrangements and 

sexual relations. The following section examines how these processes are harnessed by 

                                                      

142
 I first came across the usage of “moral surveillance” in an article by Lea Caragata (2008: 66). Caragata 

referred to moral surveillance as surveillance enacted by the state and citizens (ibid). I expand upon this 

term and incorporate it into my analysis of welfare surveillance to demonstrate the countless ways that OW, 

workers, a multitude of social services and the state surveil welfare recipients. I am also indebted to 

Margaret Little’s (1994, 1998) historical research on moral regulation that has profoundly shaped my 

understanding and development of welfare surveillance and moral surveillance.  
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OW caseworkers as part of their case-management procedures as mandated by OW 

policies and regulations. 

5.4.1 Agents of Surveillance: Ontario Works Surveillance Units and Workers 

 

OW offices have several units designed specifically for investigating fraud, 

surveilling recipients and locating biological fathers to enforce child support payments. 

All OW offices are equipped with Eligibility Review Officers [EROs] and a Fraud Unit 

but not all have Locating Service Workers [LSW], the latter depends on available 

resources and staffing capacity. The LSW are prominent in larger urban centres that have 

more resources, such as Toronto. In smaller cities, such as Peterborough and Kingston, 

child-support enforcement is often referred to the Family Responsibility Office [FRO] 

which performs similar duties to LSW – to locate biological fathers, perform paternity 

tests if necessary, and to enforce child support payments. In the Toronto district, both of 

the ERO and LSW have privileged access to the “Special Review Committee,” 

comprised of powerful “representatives from Toronto Police Service’s Fraud Squad, the 

Crown Attorney’s Office, the City of Toronto Legal Division and TSS [Toronto Social 

Services] Fraud Review Unit, which reviews suspected cases of fraud and recommends 

referrals to the Toronto Police Service where sufficient evidence of fraud exists” 

(MacVicar 2006: 3). Units are also equipped with an “Integrated Tracking System” (ibid) 

and of course have access to the complete technological welfare surveillance apparatus, 

demonstrating that some caseworkers have significant investigative power and authority 

within OW.  
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Eligibility Review Officers are a special unit of caseworkers whose sole purpose 

is to investigate alleged welfare fraud. This unit has become more substantial over the 

years as caseworkers rarely do home visits and because welfare fraud hotlines and the 

CVP/EVP risk criteria generate more risk flags. As such, an entire unit is required to keep 

up with the risk flags and investigative demands. EROs have comparable authority to the 

police; they can access recipients’ homes, communities and workplaces. Under threat of 

penalties as severe as prison sentences, family and friends of OW recipients are expected 

to comply fully with a review officer’s requests (SARA: 2008). EROs are deployed on 

the grounds of suspicion alone, empowering them to review the recipient’s case file, 

search homes and even seize documents. Driven by OW mandates to reduce caseloads 

and save money, EROs must meet quotas in order for municipalities to receive funding – 

that is, disallow a certain percentage of ineligible recipients (Priel 2006). The general 

manager of the Community Services Department in Hamilton provides a clear example of 

this sentiment by writing that OW financially “benefits” from the “termination of some 

recipients as they are no longer deemed to be eligible” (ibid: 1). What are the costs 

associated with the allocation of resources to the EROs and the emphasis on surveillance? 

Has OW conducted any cost accounting to know if these services are actually needed? 

This is especially pertinent when scholars have documented such extremely low rates of 

convictions for welfare fraud (Mosher and Hermer 2005). If OW has conducted reports 

they have not been made public.  

From an economic standpoint, Ontario Works is concerned with locating 

biological fathers to enforce child support payments to economize by redirecting 
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financial responsibility from OW onto biological fathers. Location Service Workers and 

Family Responsibility Officers largely neglect to take into account the mother’s thoughts 

on locating the father of her child(ren): in cases of abuse and violence, locating the father 

can be dangerous and put women and children at risk. There are documented cases that 

have shown that locating the biological father has resulted in additional trauma for single 

mothers. In some instances, fathers have used the children as a means of control to 

further abuse and harass the mothers (Cross 2011; Kurz 1999; Mosher et al. 2004). 

Demie Kurz’s (1999) research on U.S. welfare reforms critiques the gendered impacts for 

single mothers seeking assistance by noting the ways that their personal safety may be 

put in harm’s way with enforced child support payments.
143

 Women’s refusal to disclose 

the identity of fathers may be a strategy to protect themselves and their children from 

future harm and violence, yet OW is unrelenting. Unfortunately, today in Ontario it is 

mandatory for single mothers to seek out child support payments; failure to comply may 

put them at risk for losing their benefits. Women may also have to relive trauma when 

they are investigated because they are questioned extensively on how they got pregnant. 

For women who may have experienced sexual assault, rape or violence during 

conception, this may be a horrifying and dehumanizing experience to retell to a stranger. 

How do Location Service Workers take these situations into account and when do the 

mothers have a say?  

                                                      

143
 Kurz’s research further demonstrates that women on welfare experience “high rates of male violence” 

and that “those who experienced violence at the hands of their husbands during their marriage, will not 

apply for child support because they fear their ex-husbands will be violent toward them if they do….In 

addition 38 percent of the women [in the study] reported being fearful during negotiations for custody” 

(ibid: 140).   
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5.4.2 Participation Agreements (PAs) 

 

 Participation Agreements (PAs) are contracts legislated by OW’s workfare model 

that were introduced under the OWA 1997. They stipulate what “employment-related 

activities” recipients will do in exchange for their monthly benefits. PAs are signed 

during the intake appointment when the participation activities are determined with the 

caseworker. If an applicant refuses to sign the PA, he/she will become ineligible for 

assistance. Most importantly, PAs allow caseworkers to continually monitor recipients’ 

“progress” to ensure ongoing eligibility (OW DIR 9.1:5; 2.5). If recipients do not follow 

what is outlined in their personalized PA, benefits can be suspended or terminated 

because they are deemed “non-compliant.” The OWA 1997 legislation provides limited 

information about what participation activities may be required. Consequently, the 

following information is derived from interviews with OW caseworkers and employment 

counsellors. Apparently PAs may specify a range of employment-related activities: 

résumé workshops, job searches, English as a Second Language [ESL] classes, upgrading 

high school credits, personal skills workshops, volunteer placements, addiction 

workshops (run by the Addiction Services Initiative program) and part-time work. 

Participation is mandatory and monitored by caseworkers who can request attendance 

records using the Client Booking System, an in-house technology that tracks recipients’ 

participation in mandated activities. Unexplained absences may result in non-compliance, 

a file review and suspension or termination of benefits.  
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However, the reality is that some recipients are never going to be able to work, 

and binding contracts that determine what activities the poor must engage in to receive 

their monthly benefits are demeaning to those who are waiting to move onto Ontario 

Disability Supports Program (ODSP), leaving abusive households, in crisis or homeless. 

It is well known that the waiting list for ODSP is lengthy and require extensive 

documentation from doctors and other health experts. Even though applicants on waiting 

lists for ODSP may have documentation from health care professionals and therapists 

stating their inability to work, until the application is processed by ODSP they are still 

mandated to comply with OW workfare activities. Women escaping domestic violence 

may be experiencing significant trauma, living in a shelter or adjusting to single 

parenthood, which affects their mental health and ability to fulfill workfare requirements. 

While they may in fact be physically “able” to work, their mental health may make them 

temporarily unable to fulfill job requirements. Those who are homeless are even more 

disadvantaged since having a telephone (to receive calls for work or interviews), access 

to a shower, proper interview clothing and food in the belly are necessary to perform 

work-related activities. Finally, the stigmatization associated with poverty, gendered 

violence, welfare, homelessness, mental health issues, addictions and disability 

profoundly impact recipients’ self-esteem and therefore their capacity to meet workfare 

obligations.   

5.4.3 Addiction Services Initiative (ASI): Drug Testing 
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Drug testing of welfare recipients has been a controversial issue that reemerges in 

the media and political discourse from time to time. In Ontario, the debate about whether 

or not welfare recipients should be drug tested came to a boiling point during Harris’ 

welfare reforms. Liberal critique Michelle Gravelle responded to Harris’ plan to drug test 

recipients of welfare as “a grotesque abuse of power and force” (CBC News 2000). As 

well the Human Rights Commission sent a letter to the government in 1999 asserting that 

“denying welfare benefits to drug addicts is illegal” (ibid). Drug testing welfare recipients 

continues to seep into Ontario’s media and spurs debates in online comments sections 

with poor-bashing, conservative and anti-welfare commentators claiming it should be 

implemented, whereas anti-poverty advocates and recipients post their own stories as 

examples that not all welfare recipients are “drug addicts” and “boozers.” Unfortunately, 

these interactions become hyper-individualized with recipients explaining and defending 

their own situation and why they needed assistance to win over those who think poverty 

is an individual failing. Ontario has yet to implement drug testing, however, considering 

its increasing popularity south of the border, we need to be cautious of its use.  

In August 2013, North Carolina Governor Pat McCrory vetoed legislation that 

would enforce drug testing of some welfare recipients, arguing that it is expensive and 

does little to actually help people with addictions (Brooks 2013). According to the U.S. 

National Conference of State Legislatures, as of 2013 “laws regarding the testing of 

TANF [Temporary Assistance for Needy Families] applicants have been proposed in at 

least 29 states this year, and are already on the books in at least eight” (ibid). Each state 

has its own rules; some test all recipients, while others, including Arizona, Florida, 
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Georgia, Kansas, Missouri, Oklahoma, Tennessee and Utah only test recipients who are 

suspected drug users (ibid). The Huffington Post called such laws “expensive” and 

“unnecessary” (Delaney 2013). These governments’ justifications for drug testing are 

simple – cost savings. Like Ontario’s anti-fraud measures, drug testing of recipients 

promises “savings” due to fewer caseloads. For instance, Republican Brad Wilson 

argues: 

The Department of Workforce Services here in Utah estimates the benefits of 

those folks would have received would have been approximately $369,000 of, 

basically, benefits we didn’t pay to people who were most likely using controlled 

substances. We spent $31,000 on this program over the last year but we think 

we’ve saved at least $370,000, if not more (Delaney 2013: n.p.).   

 

The above quote clearly reflects neoliberal cost-savings analysis rather than concern for 

helping people with their addictions – it all comes down to cutting caseloads and 

legitimizing the war on drugs. However, not everyone is in agreement with Wilson’s 

claims of saving money via drug testing. The Huffington Post article questioned costs 

versus savings and asked whether the program is actually helping addicts. Many 

Democrats, as well as human rights groups, have contested mandatory drug testing of 

welfare recipients (ibid).  

Historically, Ontario, and more broadly Canada, has not drug tested welfare 

recipients. However, in 2001, while Premier Harris was still in office, the drug testing 

debates emerged once again and there was a media frenzy.
144

 Eventually the Human 

Rights Commissioner, Keith Norton, weighed in and publically announced that drug 

                                                      

144
 See CBC (2001) “Ontario Warned against Drug Testing Recipients.”   
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testing of welfare recipients was a “violation of human rights;” paradoxically, in the same 

breath, he stated that drug testing “might be justified” for those “unable to complete a 

training course or a job placement because of their habit.”
145

 That year, OW created the 

Addiction Services Initiative (ASI) program to address recipients’ addiction barriers to 

employment (OW DIR 8.4).
146

 Caseworkers can now refer OW recipients who voluntarily 

disclose their addiction issues to the ASI program to receive counselling and support.
147

 

Caseworkers who have ASI caseloads are considered “specialized staff” who generally 

have a lower caseload so that they can perform “intensive case management” and spend 

more time with recipients (ibid: 3). They draw upon the recipient’s Participation 

Agreement alongside the Intensive Case Management Plan to document the steps in the 

treatment plan.  

Arguably, it is extremely difficult for recipients to disclose their addiction issues 

to caseworkers because of the power imbalance inherent in their relationship – 

caseworkers, no matter how empathetic they may be towards recipients of welfare, have 

quotas to meet and must determine eligibility for financial benefits. Regardless of how 
                                                      

145
 See CBC (2001) “Ontario Scaling Back Mandatory Drug-Test Plan.” 

146
 I interviewed an individual who worked in a women’s shelter and had participated an internship with an 

ASI program. She emphasized that “the language that I remember around the program was …‘treating’ 

addictions as a way to reduce the addiction as a barrier to employment once you got rid of that barrier…by 

treating the addiction … you’re then ready to work” (WSW1-12). The overt emphasis on work and 

employability suggests that from OW’s perspective the ASI program is about getting clients to work and off 

OW rather than actually addressing their addictions as a whole. Furthermore, if recipients refuse to comply 

with drug screening, or refuse to volunteer themselves for the ASI program, they are deemed non-

compliant and their benefits may be suspended or terminated. In the same vein, attendance records are 

requested by caseworkers to confirm participation and unexplained absences may determine “ineligibility” 

or reduce assistance due to non-compliance (OW DIR 8.4: 5).  
147

 The OW Directive 8.4 lays out two kinds of support: (a) “a program for the assessment of substance 

addiction may include chemical testing and other evaluative measures; and (b) a program for the treatment 

of substance addiction may include individual, group and family counselling, motivational interviewing, 

psychotherapy, chemical testing, peer support, social skills training, relapse prevention, crisis intervention 

and management services, and other therapeutic and preventive measures.”   
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nice or helpful an OW caseworker is, there is a clear power imbalance that makes it 

difficult to decipher how willingly recipients volunteer themselves for the program since 

their benefits can be suspended if they refuse. In my opinion, withholding a welfare 

cheque is coercive and an act of economic violence. Non-disclosure can have serious 

consequences: OW caseworkers can demand drug testing if there is suspicion that 

recipients’ performance in their job placements or efforts towards becoming employable 

are compromised (OW DIR 8.4). Unlike most other surveillance mechanisms used in 

OW, drug testing is justified if addictions are perceived as a “barrier to participation in 

Ontario Works and employment” (ibid). From the research I gathered, drug testing is rare 

and many workers said they were unaware of drug testing in OW, yet they did speak of 

the ASI program to which they referred recipients.  

It is important to stress the complexity of information sharing between the 

Addiction Services Initiative and Ontario Works; it is not clear cut and often it depends 

on who is managing the ASI program and the specific OW caseworker with whom they 

are dealing. Information sharing is not always done with the recipient’s consent and the 

full scope of the information is not always revealed (WSW1-12).
148

 As well, the ASI 

program is complex and contradictory. Not only is there a social service agreement 

including information sharing with OW but also there are ASI workers employed by the 

Ministry of Health and Long Term Care who advocate on behalf of recipients with OW 

                                                      

148
 The ASI case manager is granted extensive access to their client’s progress in the addictions treatment 

program. Information shared “may include any or all of the following: name of treatment agency and all 

other agencies involved (e.g., CAS, Probation and Parole, AA, NA, etc.), length of treatment, whether 

participant is attending appointments, what supports the participant has accessed, and any other relevant 

information” (OW DIR 8.4: 4).  
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directly. Advocacy in this instance can include the following actions: advocating for 

discretionary benefits such as bus passes to get to ASI meetings; protecting the 

confidentiality of recipients by upholding the anonymity of addictions programs; learning 

the OW rules and legislation to get around the bureaucracy; and even standing up to 

abusive caseworkers.  

There is also a gendered component
149

 to the ASI policy since single parents (a 

majority of whom are women) receiving OW may fear that disclosing personal addictions 

information may result in losing their children by triggering a Children’s Aid Society 

(CAS) investigation. Caseworkers are required to inform various authorities (police and 

CAS) if they suspect neglect, abuse or if children are in an unsafe home, thus setting into 

motion the involvement of more authorities, investigations, surveillance and regulation of 

the lives of poor women.
150

 Moreover, the ASI program claims that they do not perform 

drug testing unless the recipient is involved with the CAS. The CAS will then take over 

the case and perform a hair test for pregnant women to monitor their pregnancy, 

particularly in cases where children have previously been removed from the mother’s 

custody (WSW1-12). Sharing individuals’ DNA (biometric information) suggests a 

surveillance mashup between the Addiction Services Initiative, the CAS and OW, with 

the effect of expanding the surveillance gaze into the realm of the biopolitical. 

The Ontario ASI program has faced some public outcry regarding the mandatory 

drug testing of recipients with additional criticism coming from medical experts, the 

                                                      

149
 See “Teenage Mothers and the Children’s Aid Society: What Teen Mothers Should Know about Child 

Protection Processes” (Witelson and Jain 2013).  
150

 For a more in-depth analysis, see Power (2005).  
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Medical Reform Group of Ontario, and the Centre for Addictions and Mental Health 

[CAMH]. For instance, Dr. Phillip Berger, the Medical Director for inner city health 

programs in Toronto, made the case that the screening tool CAGE (used by ASI) was 

inadequate.
151

 He argued that the “sensitivity and specificity of these tests varies 

considerably” (Berger 2001: np). He also said that drug testing stereotyped welfare 

recipients as “deviant” (ibid). Further, he critiqued the CAGE test, arguing that the focus 

on addiction ignores other “legitimate barriers to employment” such as child care 

responsibilities and, furthermore, “is an example of the state’s misapplication of science 

for the purpose of achieving ideologically motivated social change” (ibid: 443–444, 

emphasis added). The Medical Reform Group [MRG] of Ontario also released a brief in 

2001 stating that drug testing is not cost-effective and may be harmful to those with 

addictions (MRG 2001).
152

 They contended that “[m]andatory testing and treatment of 

welfare recipients violates their constitutional rights, encourages base stereotypes, is of 

unproven efficacy, is unlikely to be more effective than voluntary testing, may be 

harmful, and will likely be a wasteful expenditure of public moneys” (ibid:5). 

Accordingly, CAMH publicly denounced drug testing of welfare recipients for three 

reasons: there are limits to drug testing; it may increase the stigma by denying those in 

                                                      

151
 CAGE refers to an acronym with four questions used to screen for alcoholism. The questionnaire asks 

the following questions: “1) Have you ever felt you needed to Cut down on your drinking? 2) Have people 

Annoyed you by criticizing your drinking? 3) Have you ever felt Guilty about drinking? 4) Have you ever 

felt you needed a drink first thing in the morning (Eye-opener) to steady your nerves or to get rid of a 

hangover?” (http://www.addictionsandrecovery.org/addiction-self-test.htm) 
152

 The MRG was established in 1979 and is comprised of over 200 physicians and students. Their brief 

listed eight reasons why drug testing welfare recipients is problematic including: It violates human rights; it 

sends the wrong message about vulnerable people; it may be harmful to the clients; diagnosis of drug 

addictions is problematic; the role of physicians in treading addiction needs to be elucidated; and coercive 

treatment is unethical (MRG 2001). Additionally they ask: what is the evidence that mandatory treatment is 

effective; and will it be cost effective?  

http://www.addictionsandrecovery.org/addiction-self-test.htm
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need of services; and “subjecting people on welfare to mandatory drug testing and 

treatment solely on the basis of their economic need has no justification and would 

constitute an infringement on their right to privacy and self-determination.”
153

 Despite 

public and medical experts’ criticism of the ASI program, we should perhaps not be 

surprised at its treatment of people on social assistance. Speaking to this, Valverde and 

Weir (2006) maintain that “[t]he right to privacy may of course be illusory, especially for 

women, the mentally or criminally ‘deviant’, sexual minorities and other oppressed 

groups” (79).  

Although Ontario’s drug testing program is not as widespread and practiced as 

welfare policies that have passed in the U.S., I argue that the Addiction Services Initiative 

is yet another surveillance mechanism that is harnessed by the OW and other state 

governing bodies to regulate and control low-income populations. Moreover, while the 

ASI program may appear helpful for recipients who are ready and willing to access the 

services, there are obvious surveillance and punitive processes built into the program due 

to its collaborative yet contradictory relationship with OW and the Children’s Aid 

Society. 

5.4.4 Spouse in the House Rules 

 

Relationship statuses of single mothers have always been the concern of welfare 

authorities and often fall under intense scrutiny. The current OW system is no different. 

Here, I will briefly discuss the specific policies that govern single mothers’ relationship 

                                                      

153
 See CAMH (2000) “Mandatory Drug Testing and Treatment of Welfare Recipients Position Statement.”   
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status. From 1987 to 1997, single individuals were allowed to live with a partner for up to 

three years and declare cohabitation status. Until that point, their relationship status fell 

under Family Law responsibilities and they were able to receive their individual welfare 

cheques separately (Little 1998; Mosher et al. 2004: 48). This policy gave single mothers 

some financial independence and autonomy while testing out a new living arrangement 

“without forced economic dependence” (Mosher et al. 2004:48). However, under the 

OWA 1997 “Spouse in the House” section (Sec.59) referring to living arrangements with 

a “spouse,” a lengthy questionnaire about relationship status with housemate(s), 

regardless of their gender, is required. Often recipients receive the test even when they 

stress that they are not in a relationship with their housemate.
154

 The form clearly states 

that neglecting to inform their caseworker of their partner and relationship status may 

result in criminal proceedings: “A person who knowingly obtains or receives a 

benefit/assistance that he or she is not entitled to obtain or receive under the Act and the 

regulations is guilty of an offence” (ibid, emphasis added). Mosher et al.’s (2004) report 

documented that the redefinition of “spouse” in the OWA 1997 resulted in 10,013 

terminated cases. Of these terminations, 89 percent were women, and 76 percent of these 

women were single mothers (20, 64). Failure to report a spouse is considered at the very 

least suspicious, prompting an investigation, which can lead to a suspension of benefits. 

This policy regulates low-income women’s sexuality because it assumes that anyone 

living with them must be (or should be) contributing financially to the home. 

                                                      

154
 See the MCSS Questionnaire for Applicants or Recipients who are Living with Another Adult available 

at http://www.forms.ssb.gov.on.ca/mbs/ssb/forms/ssbforms.nsf/GetFileAttach/006-2764~1/$File/2764.pdf   

http://www.forms.ssb.gov.on.ca/mbs/ssb/forms/ssbforms.nsf/GetFileAttach/006-2764~1/$File/2764.pdf
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Furthermore, it assumes the existence of an emotional and/or sexual relationship. These 

sentiments resonate with the policy governing early Mothers’ Allowance and the 

obsession with sleeping arrangements, families who took in boarders (to offset rental 

costs), and the sexual morality of single mothers (Little 1998). Without a doubt, moral 

surveillance mechanisms such as the Spouse in the House rule and paternity tests are just 

as potent, invasive and powerful as technological databases and risk assessments. Unlike 

the scientific “objectivity” of technology, however, moral surveillance is often 

accompanied with moralistic, classed “othering,” which pathologizes gendered, racialized 

and heteronormative assumptions about individuals living on the margins.  

5.5 Conclusion 

 The automation and semi-privatization of social assistance has not been a neutral, 

apolitical or benign process. The introduction of new technologies of surveillance was the 

result of the moral concerns of a neoliberal political order. New Public Management 

resulted in the commodification of Ontario’s welfare apparatus for the benefit of private 

corporations, and a promised benefit to taxpayers but at the detriment of both recipients 

and caseworkers. The Service Delivery Model Technology/ Social Assistance 

Management Software, the Consolidated/Eligibility Verification Process, the 

Maintenance Enforcement Computer Assistance and Client Booking Systems are robust 

technologies created for the political and moral purpose of surveilling OW recipients. 

These technologies have made the application and continuance of assistance more 

onerous and have incentivized the reduction of welfare caseloads. Even the promise of 

efficiency is worthy of debate. The technology has been beset with glitches, and created 
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extra responsibilities for caseworkers. The relationship with Accenture may very well 

have cost more in human and economic terms than it has saved. 

 These new technologies deserve to be seen as an extension to the moral 

surveillance that has accompanied Ontario’s welfare practices since the nineteenth 

century. In concert with the Family Responsibility Office, the Eligibility Review Office, 

the Fraud Unit and the Location Service Workers, the neoliberal welfare apparatus has 

significantly refined the tools available to monitor, track and record the habits and 

personal choices of welfare recipients. The sharing of information with other state 

policing bodies is deeply disconcerting and points to the neoliberal disregard for the 

privacy of welfare recipients. All of these technologies alongside other surveillance 

mechanisms have gendered impacts which disproportionately affect single mothers and 

racialized recipients whether through the enforcement of workfare requirements (under 

PAs), monitoring sexual relationships (under Spouse in the House) and/or investigating 

supposedly poor parenting practices which may trigger the involvement of the Children’s 

Aid Society (via the ASI program). By exposing some of the erroneous claims made by 

New Public Management pundits and Accenture corporate stakeholders and by exposing 

how neoliberal welfare surveillance technologies actually “work,” I hope that this chapter 

better equips advocates, activists, frontline workers and recipients with the important 

knowledge needed to navigate and challenge the welfare surveillance gaze.  
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Chapter 6 Social Workers or Financial Advisors? Ontario Works 

Caseworkers’ Reflections on Non-Compliance and Welfare Surveillance 

6.1 Introduction  

We are tired of saying no, we are! ... We have 5 million different ways to say no 

[and] a million other strategies to say, ‘no but there’s this program.’ So it would be 

really nice to… actually be able to say ‘yes, I can help you with that!’ - Kim (CW9-

12).  

 

It would be inaccurate to indict or dismiss all OW caseworkers as pawns that have 

been knowingly complicit in the neoliberal restructuring of social assistance in Ontario. 

My research has found that the responses by frontline caseworkers to the introduction of 

new surveillance technologies within OW has been multifaceted and complex. I gained a 

lot of insight into their daily work activities and the pressures that they experience that 

are unknown to the wider public. These workers have had to face the brunt of recipients’ 

complaints of inadequate rates, draconian regulations and invasive surveillance 

technologies. They have also been overwhelmed by economized service delivery, 

burgeoning caseloads and added responsibilities. Perhaps most profoundly, neoliberal 

transformations have imprisoned them in a panopticon within a panopticon – caseworkers 

are compelled to surveil while being surveilled. 
155

  

                                                      

155
 As an anti-poverty activist who has mobilized against punitive welfare policies and lived on welfare 

during childhood, I have always been cautious of caseworkers. Whether it was consoling my mother after a 

particularly dehumanizing visit with her caseworker, or attending rallies and demonstrations outside of OW 

with the Kingston Coalition Against Poverty [KCAP], I have had limited one-on-one exchanges with 

welfare caseworkers and they were mostly adversarial. I was nervous about approaching caseworkers for 

this study, yet I felt strongly about including their perspectives about OW and how they have experienced 

neoliberal welfare reforms. Their responses have shattered many of my preconceived impressions. As I 

read over their transcripts I was challenged to reconsider what resistance and activism is in relation to those 

who are working within the system. Kim in particular helped me “see” the various forms of subversion, 
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The perspectives of caseworkers working in welfare offices are under-researched 

in Canadian welfare scholarship. Most studies of welfare focus on the policy and legal 

implications of welfare (top-down policy implementation and governance), or the 

experiences of those who are oppressed by welfare policies (Eubanks 2006; Gilliom 

2001; Graham and Wood 2003; Henman and Marston 2008; Kohler-Hausmann 2007; 

Lightman et al. 2003, 2004; Little 1998, 2006; Mirchandani and Chan 2007, 2008; 

Mosher and Hermer 2005; Mosher et al. 2004; Pleace 2007). Often times these studies 

have portrayed caseworkers in a negative light, a point of sensitivity among the 

caseworkers I interviewed. A handful of scholars have interviewed caseworkers to 

highlight their impressions and their experiences with neoliberal welfare transformations 

but none have placed the implementation of surveillance technologies at the heart of their 

analysis (Baines 2002, 2004, 2006, 2008, 2010; Dominelli and Hoogvelt 1996; Dominelli 

1997, 1999; Meagher and Parton 2004; White 2006). 

The voices of caseworkers’ on the neoliberal transformations of their work and 

the introduction of new surveillance technologies deserve to be heard. Based on 

interviews with frontline OW workers, this chapter begins with a discussion on the 

process of interviewing caseworkers, the challenges of interviewing government 

employees, the general demographics of the interviewees and finally a brief overview of 

                                                                                                                                                              

defiance and activism that happens regularly in welfare office. I was surprised to find out that 1/3 of my 

participants came from similar experiences of poverty as the single mothers that I was interviewing and that 

they felt comfortable enough to share that with me. The mental health challenges in a workplace that works 

with those struggling with poverty was also new to me; I was not aware that so many caseworkers burn out, 

or that they often use up their sick days long before they are renewed. Interviewing caseworkers changed 

this project significantly in many ways which I hope to explore in more detail in future publications.  
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their daily responsibilities. Following this section, I explore three different, albeit 

overlapping, subjectivities that help to explain the varied responses of caseworkers’ to the 

neoliberalization of their profession: the social work ethic of care, the complicit financial 

advisor and the authoritarian overseer. In the third section, I explore the ways in which 

caseworkers relate to the automation of OW and their growing responsibilities to surveil 

welfare recipients. In the fourth section, I step back to acknowledge caseworkers’ 

response to the impacts of New Public Management including their altered relationship 

with recipients, the devaluation of gendered care work, inadequate training, downsizing 

and, most importantly, the surveillance of caseworkers themselves. The final section of 

this chapter exposes the mental and physical outcomes of these neoliberal 

transformations on OW’s frontline staff.  

Throughout this chapter, I draw on a feminist Foucauldian analysis of neoliberal 

subjectivity to unpack the common discourses that caseworkers used to understand, 

justify and negotiate their work (their subjective experience), as well as, feminist political 

economic studies of social work and labour to highlight caseworkers’ wider relationships 

to the neoliberal welfare state. Combining a feminist political economy with a 

Foucauldian analysis of subjectivity
156

 provides a richer account of caseworkers’ 

experiences by exploring both subjective identity construction (micro), as well as, larger 

systemic factors (macro) that shape neoliberal government workplaces, welfare policies 

                                                      

156
 I was inspired by Thomas and Davis’ (2005) article “Theorizing the micro politics of resistance: New 

Public Management and managerial identities in the U.K. public service,” specifically their discussion of 

neoliberal subjectivities and micro-acts of resistance. They specified three distinct subjectivities: masculine 

competitive, disempowered unquestioning, and feminized management of self (690). While I draw on their 

research, I have expanded upon their findings to include complicit financial advisor and authoritarian 

overseer subjectivities.  
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and surveillance practices. To achieve these goals we must first develop a nuanced 

understanding of caseworkers’ backgrounds, general demographic characteristics, and 

their everyday job responsibilities. 

6.2  Interviewing Frontline Ontario Works Caseworkers 

 

Due to the highly bureaucratic structure of OW, I had difficulties gaining access to 

caseworkers. In one city, the manager outright refused to return my calls and email 

inquiries. In another mid-sized city, management was happy to meet with me in person, 

share a copy of their office’s annual report and set up the interviews immediately.
157

  In 

the largest urban centre, I was fortunate to locate a policy analyst who was interested in 

my project. However, I was never promised interviews, and in fact, the individual said it 

was highly unlikely that I would gain any access to caseworkers. Clearly, there were 

scarce opportunities for me to meet with caseworkers without first gaining management’s 

                                                      

157
 In this community my success at connecting with OW workers was partially due to an internship I had 

done with a community economic development non-profit as a “job coach” and resource developer several 

years earlier. In that job, I visited the OW office daily as part of my responsibility as a job coach with OW 

and ODSP recipients who were placed at my organization as part of their workfare requirements (known 

then as a “job placement”). Part of my job responsibilities included going around the OW office with 

recipients and delivering and selling cold lunches to caseworkers. Although I have my own lived 

experiences with stigma as someone who has been poor, nothing had prepared me for the difficulties I had 

with my clients during our lunch runs to OW. At first, due to my young age and appearance (piercings, 

tattoos and casual dress) it was assumed that I was an OW client and caseworkers were very dismissive of 

and rude to me. Their attitudes changed very little once they found out that I was an intern and a job coach 

for OW recipients. I witnessed countless instances where my clients were belittled and treated as though 

they were not even workers. There were several times that I came back from the OW office in tears and my 

colleagues had to calm me down. While I had escaped poverty, I still felt the sting of degradation that was 

directed towards my clients. There was the odd worker who was progressive and kind but they were a small 

minority. This experience radicalized me as an activist and a scholar and gave me firsthand insight to some 

of the degrading experiences that OW recipients must endure – just imagine that your workfare placement 

was delivering lunch to the caseworkers that you had to meet with on a regular basis who managed your 

case file. 
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approval, and as such, the sample was not random.
158

 Seven out of the nine interviewees 

were hand-selected by management. For this reason it is possible that management 

influenced the answers provided by the caseworkers.
159

 Even supportive caseworkers felt 

concerned about offering their critiques of the welfare system. Joanne, for instance, noted 

that “it’s obviously interesting what you’re doing, I think it’s great. So if we can help and 

contribute to that I think that’s great. I don’t think that I’ve said anything that would get 

me in trouble [laugh]” (CW6-12). Management informally disclosed to me that preparing 

the interviewees before the interview was a preventative measure to ensure that Ontario 

Works was “positively” portrayed in the study. Management also requested a list of the 

interview questions (See Appendix H). 

In total, I interviewed eight caseworkers and one case manager in three cities in 

Ontario (Kingston, Peterborough and Toronto).
160

 The richness of the data rather than 

representativeness was the goal of my qualitative study. The participants had worked at 

OW for an average of 16.6 years, ranging from a minimum of nine years to a maximum 

of 28 years.
161

 Four out of the nine participants (44 percent) were employed as welfare 

workers during the Harris government’s welfare reforms in the 1990s and vividly recalled 

the modernization of technology and policy that considerably altered how they did 

                                                      

158
 Additionally, there were several caseworkers who wanted to participate in an interview, however, they 

were discouraged and/or disallowed by their supervisors.  
159

 Tom openly remarked that management had prepped him before his interview, that they had imparted 

their concerns about the research project (that it might be “corrosive”) and that they outlined what 

topics/questions to avoid discussing during the interview (CW3-12). 
160

 I chose not to attach any of the caseworker’s biographical information since a majority of them were 

hand selected to participate by management, as such this omission is a measure to protect their privacy.  
161

 I was fortunate to have the opportunity to speak to such seasoned workers who had witnessed decades of 

fundamental changes within social assistance in Ontario. I wonder what kind of discussions would have 

emerged had I had the opportunity to interview new interns, student placements or staff under probationary 

periods? 
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casework. Six of the interviewees were women and three were men; all were white. Five 

were frontline caseworkers, two were employment counsellors and one was a case 

manager.
162

 One of the frontline workers with whom I spoke with in Kingston was 

relieved of her frontline caseworker duties because she had taken union leave to work 

fulltime for the Canadian Union of Public Employees (CUPE) (Kim CW9-12). All of the 

interviewees had done frontline caseworker for part of their careers and had firsthand 

knowledge of balancing large caseloads, legislation, bureaucracy and surveillance 

technologies/practices. During my own navigation of OW’s bureaucracy, I noted a 

distinct gendered division of labour among the gatekeepers, interviewees and 

management: men were predominantly in positions of senior management and 

supervision.
163

 The participants revealed that the experiences of caseworkers, 

                                                      

162
 Service Canada reports that the gender demographics of Unit 4212 (community social services workers) 

are 26.4 percent men and 73.6 percent women 

(http://www.servicecanada.gc.ca/eng/qc/job_futures/statistics/4212.shtml). However, I was unable to find 

any specific statistics regarding OW caseworkers’ salaries because they are not posted publicly. According 

to Social Work Canada, an entry level position in social work would earn someone between $32.27 and 

$36.48 per hour ($1,000–$1,300 per week) and the average salary for social workers in Canada who hold a 

Masters of Social Work is $47,565, including benefits. I even contacted CUPE’s research unit for statistics 

with no luck. Berg and Barry’s (2008) research on NPM in England and Sweden found that while social 

work remains highly feminized and undervalued, those in positions of power and authority are still 

predominantly men. They write, “[i]n both England and Sweden most social workers in lower and middle 

positions are women whilst senior management positions in social work are occupied predominately by 

men” (115). 
163

 The managers that I was able to meet in person were all men and all senior management who wielded 

significant power within their workplaces. The informal meetings that I had with management were 

professional and collegial, however, I did feel a lot of pressure to make my case. I also felt that I had to 

minimize my activism and the gender and race analysis of the project because OW emphasizes neoliberal 

neutrality to such an extent that I was made to feel that it was pointless to interview single mothers because 

single men were the highest growing number of caseloads because of the 2008 recession. Although the 

meetings were informal and meant to explain the research, I did feel intimidated as a young woman who 

had yet to finish her PhD, and at times, it felt like I had to defend my research and study. I did not expect to 

feel intimidated because I thought that a) it was going to be easy to convince them, or b) that I would be 

rejected. Management openly said that the bureaucracy was a barrier to my access to workers. The 

gendered and age dynamics between myself and management were palpable and I would encourage anyone 

http://www.servicecanada.gc.ca/eng/qc/job_futures/statistics/4212.shtml
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employment counsellors and managers were quite diverse, and how they each approached 

and negotiated their work differed considerably. 

Surprisingly, one third of the caseworkers I interviewed had lived in poverty at 

some point in their life: one individual had been on assistance, and two others came from 

single mother households that at times had relied on welfare to make ends meet. 

Considering the workplace culture in welfare offices and the role of caseworkers in 

managing the poor, it would be difficult for a caseworker to “out” themselves as coming 

from a lower class or as a former recipient. Additionally, in order to gain employment in 

social services, they may have had to lie or minimize their hardships of poverty to access 

a new professional status. For example, Patricia was on assistance during her separation 

from her partner and was cautious about revealing this experience to her co-workers 

when she first became employed at OW: 

There’s definitely a stigma attached to it. I had two little girls at the time. They 

didn’t tell a whole lot of people in the office that I had been on social assistance 

because they didn’t want me being treated differently . . .  Some people were a 

little apprehensive about my ability to do the job because I had been a recipient... 

It was a difficult year making the transition over, because coming from the side 

where you don’t understand and you don’t know anything and then all of a 

sudden you’re learning why these things were happening to you. It was a very 

empowering experience (CW7-11). 

 

On the one hand, workers from poor backgrounds might try to subvert or minimize some 

of the worst surveillance and punitive measures of OW because of their identification 

with recipients. Yet, on the other hand, by softening the impact of neoliberal policies, 

                                                                                                                                                              

who is interested in doing research that interacts with power structures to be well prepared to defend their 

work.  
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they may paradoxically create a climate where anti-poor and neoliberal neutral 

regulations can persist.  

On average, caseworkers reported that they have a minimum of 150 ongoing 

cases and a maximum of 200. This does not include the complete number of beneficiaries 

since “a case refers to a single individual or a family unit on social assistance” (OW 

Monthly Statistical Report: October 2013).
164

 Caseworkers in my study reported that they 

were responsible for tasks that could be divided into three categories: administration, 

surveillance and one-on-one meetings with recipients. Figure 3 Caseworker’s 

Responsibilities visually represents how administrative and surveillance responsibilities, 

and not human interaction with recipients, comprise the bulk of a caseworker’s duties.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3 Caseworker’s Responsibilities 

                                                      

164
 In October 2013, OW’s monthly statistical report detailed 247,465 caseloads in Ontario, a total of 

446,634 beneficiaries (MCSS 2013).  
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Caseworkers must follow over 800 legislative rules authorized under the Ontario Works 

Act 1997 and work with technology that has proved to be ineffective, therefore requiring 

complicated, time-consuming and inefficient “work-arounds.”
165

 Norah commented that 

caseworkers are expected to perform duties above and beyond their job responsibilities 

because the system itself is “broken”: “Caseworkers are lawyers, doctors…bankers. They 

                                                      

165
 Caseworkers and managers employed the term “work-arounds” to explain the processes required to get 

around the faulty and ineffective SDMT technology; essentially they are computer shortcuts that are 

developed by outsourced IT experts to make the SDMT more efficient so that caseworkers can actually do 

their job.  

Caseworker's Responsibilities  

Surveillance Tasks: 

 Eligibility assessments 

 Detailed documentation 
and data entry 
(SDMT)/SAMS 

 3rd party checks (MECA) 

 Checking risk criteria 
(EVP), flagging risks and 
referring to EROs 

 Follow-up with FRO and 
child support payments 

 Spouse in the House 
questionnaire 

 Requests for 
documentation 
(landlords, schools, CAS 
etc.)  

 Home visits 

Administrative Tasks: 

 Responding to phone 
calls and emails  

 Booking appointments  

 Issuing welfare 
cheques 

 Training 

 Reviewing new 
legislation and policies 

 Meeting office quotas, 
reports and stats 

 

One-on-One Tasks: 

 Intake assessments 
and interview 

 Referrals (Social 
housing, ASI, FRO etc.) 

 3-month reviews 

 Discretionary Benefit 
requests 
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have to know everything about everything… But sometimes you have emergency after 

emergency after emergency and you are so stressed because you gotta get through 

everything plus the emergencies…social assistance is broken” (CW2-11).  

Management confirmed that caseworkers are under immense pressure to fulfill 

business goals and meet local targets. However, as case manager John points out, 

caseworkers have a lot of different responsibilities that they have to balance, “when you 

are managing a caseload, it’s everything – technology, legislation, business 

procedures…and dealing with the clients and I think that can be overwhelming” (CM5-

12). Caseworkers must work efficiently, productively and be highly organized in order to 

keep their caseloads down and maintain their office quotas. Both management and the 

province of Ontario (the MCSS) intensify these expectations by imposing quotas and 

timelines that are often tied to funding.
166

 To gain a visual understanding of the 

bureaucratic hierarchy of OW and the distribution of power within OW, see Figure 4 

Ontario Works Bureaucracy. 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4 Ontario Works Bureaucratic Structure   

                                                      

166
 I attempted to locate public documents that outlined what quotas and timelines OW offices must adhere 

to. However, OW does not publish this information in the public realm and I have not received any 

information from my email inquiries to the Ministry of Community Social Services. Recalling that quotas 

and timelines, neoliberal management strategies are directly attached to OW’s efforts to be “accountable” to 

taxpayers, I question why this information is not released if it is so central to the management and 

budgeting efforts of OW offices across the province.  
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6.3 Navigating the Neoliberal Workplace: Caseworkers Voice their Experiences 

 

Overall, caseworkers were enthusiastic about expressing the unique journeys that 

had brought them to the field of social work and OW. Participants appeared excited to 

talk about their work and their feelings about the current state of social assistance – they 

Ontario Provicinal 
Government 

Local office 

Unit Supervisors  

Individual  

Caseworkers 

Management  

Governing Policies: 
Directives, Discretionary 
Benefits, Local Policies  

Ministry of Community 
Social Services (MCSS) 

Senior Management  

(municipal) 

Policy Analysts and 
Experts 

Ontario Works Act 
(198/34) 

800 Rules and Regulations 
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rarely get the opportunity to express these sentiments outside of their workplace.
167

 Three 

major themes emerged from the interview data indicating that caseworkers adopt three 

central subjectivities in their work: the social work ethic of care, the complicit financial 

advisor, and the authoritarian overseer. It is important to stress that there are often 

occasions when these subjectivities overlap and that they often contradict one another. 

For instance, in one moment a caseworker may be extremely sympathetic towards their 

clients, and in another they may justify the constant surveillance of recipients because of 

their suspicions about widespread welfare fraud and abuse. As such, these categories are 

not meant to “box in” caseworkers but rather to better understand their subjective 

experiences working within a highly bureaucratic system where there are few avenues for 

them to advocate for policies and procedures that would positively assist the recipients 

they serve. In this section, I will outline each of the three subjectivities adopted by 

caseworkers. I conclude this section by bringing together caseworkers’ narratives on how 

they conceptualize and administer welfare surveillance.   

6.3.1 Social Work Ethics of Care Subjectivity 

 

                                                      

167
 Workplace policies prevent caseworkers from conducting interviews with the media or discussing their 

work outside of the OW workplace. Censorship of workers’ perspectives regarding welfare and reforms is 

common practice in government public services. Aside from the union (which only two of the participants 

disclosed to being active in), there are few avenues for caseworkers to discuss what they think needs to 

change. Some might say that the SAR provided an avenue for caseworkers to give their feedback, however, 

it would have been difficult for workers to individually report their feelings unless it was anonymous 

because their jobs might be affected by their opinions. For CUPE’s recommendations to SAR, see the 

“Submission by the Canadian Union of Public Employees (CUPE) to the Commission for the Review of 

Social Assistance in Ontario” (2012).  
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During the establishment of social work in the 1920s and 1930s, maternal 

feminists developed an “ethics of care” discourse to justify women’s entry into 

professions such as social work. Evoking mainstream notions of gender roles (women as 

“natural” caregivers), these feminists rationalized women’s entry into the public sphere. 

As Baines explains, “[t]he women who moved into the public sphere to extend their 

caring mission believed that if poor women and children were to be cared about, it was 

their duty to see that they were cared for” (1991:40).
168

 While the ethics of care within 

social work overtly essentializes gender differences of middle class women’s “natural” 

caregiving abilities, and lower class women’s dependency and need to be “taken care of,” 

it was the reification of gender roles and classism that made it more palatable for society 

to accept women into the paid social work profession, as they took on work that upper 

and middle-class women had previously performed in a volunteer capacity (ibid). 

Following the rise of New Public Management in the 1990s, alongside reforms that 

profoundly deskilled social work, some scholars believe that an “ethics of care” is one 

way to “save” social work from the upsurge in managerialism and the resulting erasure of 

care, compassion, empathy and counselling (i.e. “feminine” qualities of social work) 

(Meagher and Parton 2004). Gilliom’s research on welfare surveillance also found that 

the ethics of care has been “positioned as an alternative to the more individualistic system 

of rights” (2001:15). Advocates for a reassertion of the ethics of care into social work are 

                                                      

168
 Maternal feminism was pivotal for women to gain access to, political participation, jobs and 

professional development. However, it is not without its pitfalls: “although maternal feminism provided 

women with a rationale to work outside of the home and served to unite women, it also reinforced the 

traditional role of women as caregivers. Women today continue to struggle with reconciling the 

contradictions and exercising their right to autonomy and equality without abandoning an ethic of care” 

(Baines 1991: 37).  
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not advocating that men and women are essentially and innately “different” but rather 

that institutions (such as social work) may be organized in highly hierarchical gendered 

ways:  

Rather, the arguments draw on feminist analysis of how hierarchical binary 

oppositions between reason and emotion, justice and care, public and private, 

economic and social, objective and subjective, doing and being, separation and 

connection and so on onto the opposition of male/masculine and female/feminine, 

usually valuing the ‘masculine’ term over the ‘feminine’ (Meagher and Parton 

2004: 12).   

 

I employ ethics of care in order to highlight the discourses and beliefs that some 

caseworkers expressed to me. I draw attention to the gendered roots of ethics of care 

because New Public Management and neoliberal neutral policies have undermined, 

undervalued and neutralized the gendered aspects of work (both in the private and public 

sphere) even though gender continues to structure the labour market, economic policies, 

social reproduction, inequality in wages, and so on. Furthermore, I am not suggesting that 

gendered social work and feminized roles are necessarily the solution or without 

problems. What I do want to emphasize, however, is a connection between the surge in 

surveillance/policing, downsizing and financial accountability that accompanies the 

undermining and devaluing of “care work” within social work professions. Moreover, I 

believe that an ethics of care can rid itself of the gendered stereotypes that have made it a 

target for neoliberal reforms.  

The majority of the interviewees expressed empathy for social assistance 

recipients and some were deeply affected by frequently having to say “no” because of 

legislation, automated eligibility decisions and technological restraints. Most of the 
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caseworkers indicated they were aware of deeply rooted problems in the welfare system, 

including: that social assistance leaves recipients’ far below the poverty line; that OW 

policy is punitive and disciplinary; that recipients are going hungry; that women are 

returning to abusive partners to survive; and that people live in substandard and unsafe 

conditions. When I asked them how they came to work at OW, they all had different 

reasons but one consistent answer was their desire to “help people.”
169

 Norah, an 

employment counsellor, heartily remarked, “we’re here to help them and that’s how 

everybody here sees their job. We’re not here to hinder them; we’re here to help them” 

(ECW2-11). Most of the workers I interviewed felt that their jobs were aligned with 

helping low-income people, yet administrative bureaucracy limited their autonomy to 

make decisions and the time-consuming features of administrative duties (paperwork, 

filing, data input and so on) were a major impediment. Joanne emphasized the barriers of 

the heavy paperwork load, “you help people and it’s something that’s very rewarding but 

it can be obviously very frustrating at times” (CW6-11). Many were disappointed to 

discover upon entering the profession how little time they actually had to “help” 

recipients. Samantha, unhappy with her inability to assist as a frontline caseworker, was 

relieved when she was transferred to a position as an employment counsellor:  

In the beginning of my time with Ontario Works, I was a caseworker and definitely 

bogged down with paperwork and entering things into the computer…my focus 

                                                      

169
 Nevertheless, even with the best of intentions, “helping” can have unintended and negative outcomes for 

recipients and must be situated within a historical context so that we can unpack the social and political 

motivations for “helping” the poor. As reviewed in Chapter 3, social workers were originally invented by 

the state and elites to regulate the lower classes in Canada (Little 2001; Valverde and Weir 2006). 

Recalling this history reminds us that we must question social workers’ aspirations to help: for whom and 

whose benefit are they working?  
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is…more in line with the helping and counselling… the eligibility stuff wasn’t for 

me. It’s not that I couldn’t do it; I was still effective but it wasn’t my passion 

(ECW4-12).  

 

These findings resonate with CUPE’s submission to the 2012 Social Assistance Review. 

After consultation with its membership, CUPE discovered that caseworkers “are 

concerned that high caseload levels are working against the people they serve. There are 

now wait lists to see clients. High paperwork expectations…Many of our members [are] 

saying their work has become deskilled and impersonal; some don’t even know many of 

their clients” (Lankin and Munir 2012: 16).   

A survey of caseworkers’ duties suggests that the majority of their day consists of 

filling out forms, determining eligibility, and doing administrative and surveillance tasks 

that do not immediately “help” the actual situation of the recipient (see Figure 3). As 

some caseworkers argued, it actually prevents them from actively listening, being present 

and counseling individuals in a time of crisis. For instance, Joanne complained that 

bureaucracy prevented her from helping recipients, “you have to sympathize and 

empathize with them and we help them as we can, but we also have the legislation to deal 

with. So that can be really stressful…because you wanna help them but your hands are 

tied to a certain extent” (CW6-11). Given the neoliberal preoccupation with workfare and 

the ultimate aim of “helping” recipients to get off of OW, many caseworkers gravitate 

towards the position of “employment counsellor.” These positions, unlike caseworkers, 

are afforded much more time with recipients. Samantha, an employment counsellor, 

stated:   
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It has been more face-to-face and going out in the community. It’s meeting with 

our community partners…but also meeting with people before they are employed 

and while they are employed.  I do job retention as well, so I get to do less of the 

financial stuff, issuing cheques, checking or bank books. I don’t do any of that 

paperwork anymore (Samantha, ECW4-12).  

 

Employment counsellors and frontline caseworkers had different feelings about 

their workloads and responsibilities. Norah and Samantha, both employment counsellors, 

were pleased with their lower caseloads and beamed about how hard their “clients” 

worked to achieve independence and self-worth. Employment counsellors also 

complained less about “problem,” “difficult” and “low-functioning” OW recipients. They 

reported far less paper work, eligibility reviews, surveillance and data input. They also 

had the privilege of more one-on-one interactions with their clients. And finally, they had 

more opportunities to work with communities and partners. Norah was particularly 

enthusiastic about her job: 

I would say most often I do really love my job and I do find it rewarding. It is great 

to get positive feedback from the clients….The self-esteem that I see in them, it is 

totally exciting to me because it’s not even that they have to say thank you.  They 

just come in and they are so jazzed about it. ‘I got this job and it works!’ (ECW2-

11, emphasis original).  

 

Since employment counsellors witness the successes of recipients and can share in the 

satisfaction of a job well done, they may feel that they are in a “helping” position wherein 

an ethics of care is feasible.  

By contrast, frontline caseworkers’ jobs are not as flexible and they deal with a 

more “difficult clientele.” In particular, they work with individuals who often have 

significant barriers to their even applying for Ontario Works, let alone finding and 

securing paid employment. Frontline workers received applicants who have hit rock 
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bottom, are often in moments of serious crisis, and may display a multitude of emotions 

and mental states such as anger, frustration, confusion, sadness, fear, panic, depression 

and anxiety. These intense emotions are often directed at frontline caseworkers. 

Unfortunately, negative interactions with recipients, or the “bad apples” as some of them 

put it, are the most memorable and contaminate caseworkers’ perceptions of the people 

they serve. Joanne spoke of a particularly difficult day and revealed the abuse some 

caseworkers, such as herself, experience while still empathizing with recipients: 

I had somebody swearing at me this morning that he was in jail because I 

wouldn’t give him his cheques... Let’s face it, anybody who’s in crisis, you or I 

included, if you are desperate and if you are having troubles providing for your 

family, all of a sudden that desperation can really change you. So I mean a 

normally calm person can change their personality very quickly (CW6-11).   

 

Not only did the workers express frustrations regarding the pressures of work itself 

but several also felt their jobs as welfare social workers carried a stigma. Several 

caseworkers felt that the public, community partners, recipients and anti-poverty 

advocates placed blame regarding the current problems of welfare administration on 

frontline workers. “I think that historically there has been a lot of blame on the worker,” 

said Kim (CW9-12). Elaine was particularly uncomfortable with the negative labels 

conferred on both social assistance and those who work within the system, “Oh, I never 

tell people what I do for a living… I avoid it. I just work for the city… I don’t wanna 

have the conversation” (CW1-11). She particularly disliked having to respond to those 

who rail against welfare abusers and the waste of taxpayers’ money on welfare services. 

Similarly, Patricia recalled confrontations at social events, “I had this one man come up 

to me and say ‘How dare you give away my money! How does that make you feel’!?” 
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Pondering this verbal attack, Patricia tried to reason with the individual asking him “do 

you want the poor to starve?” (CW7-11). What do these negative encounters with the 

public tell us? Kim, Elaine and Patricia were all sensitive to these negative attitudes 

towards OW and Norah even felt that she was “stigmatized” as a welfare worker (ECW2-

11). These workers were sensitive and defensive about their work. Their public 

interactions with those who perversely believe that assistance actually perpetuates 

poverty conflicted with caseworkers’ perceptions that they are helping and supporting 

vulnerable people in our society.  

Several caseworkers identified that feeling unappreciated and blamed for the 

current state of the welfare system, as well as bearing the brunt of recipient’s abuse, took 

its toll on their mental health and job satisfaction. Burnout was expressed most by the 

caseworkers who uphold and practice social work ethics of care and believe that their job 

is truly about helping people. Burnout is defined as long-term exhaustion, a reduced 

sense of personal accomplishment, cynicism, diminished interest in work and 

disempowerment, all of which can lead to depression (Kim and Kao 2011).
170

 Burnout is 

a consequence of workers trying to navigate a system that limits their autonomy, thereby 

disempowering them to make decisions that could improve the lives of recipients. In a 

three-year longitudinal study, Hansung Kim and Dennis Kao surveyed 406 social 

workers in California and found that “female social workers reporting significantly worse 

physical health than their male counterparts” (265). Recalling the gendered expectations 

                                                      

170
 Kim and Kao define burnout as “a prolonged psychological response to chronic workplace stressors,” 

including “emotional exhaustion, depersonalization or cynicism, and diminished personal accomplishment” 

(2011: 258). Physical health outcomes of burnout include gastrointestinal issues, sleep disturbance, 

headaches, respiratory infections (ibid).  
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of social workers, women workers are expected to take on more “emotional” tasks than 

their male counterparts. While Joanne expressed her aggravation with her difficult and 

abusive clients, she simultaneously had deep compassion for them, suggesting that she 

did not see her clients as just numbers. Challenging the stereotype that the poor are lazy 

and lack any work ethic, she added a human face to welfare recipients: 

People say it must be so difficult having a job like yours and dealing with those 

people and I’m like, ‘you know what? I deal with a lot of really nice people…yes 

there are some difficult people but a lot of it is mental health and anybody can 

have mental health issues in their family…Yes that can be trying and stressful at 

times, but most people wanna work…. These people are your neighbours, your 

friends (CW6-11).  

 

In many instances caseworkers expressed emotional tensions: feeling frustrated and 

overwhelmed by those who challenged their authority but, at the same time, wanting to 

help recipients navigate a complex and punitive system.  

Even as workers found themselves within the welfare surveillance apparatus and 

subject to constant pressures from management to reduce caseloads by assessing risk 

criteria and potential fraudulent activities, not all workers were preoccupied with catching 

fraudulent recipients. A number of caseworkers I interviewed were extremely 

sympathetic and sensitive to the fact that the welfare rates are substandard often 

compelling recipients to find “alternative ways” to make ends meet. Tom put himself in 

the shoes of his clients, stating,  

I think sometimes there is just a helpless kind of ‘okay, what am I going to do. I 

can’t argue against the system’.... I hesitate to paint all clients or a majority as 

committing fraud, but some of them do what they need to do. They say ‘if I 

eventually get caught, well so be it. I had to eat, I had to feed my kids’ (CW3-12).  
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Tom stressed the importance of advocating for recipients but said that to do so requires 

time, a firm knowledge of the legislation and its possible loopholes, and a commitment to 

go beyond the job description and truly assist recipients. “If you can make the case, 

document it if it’s logical, a lot of great things can happen and a lot of exceptions can be 

made that are still in line with the legislation... A lot happens if a caseworker takes the 

time to do that and the supervisor is willing to listen,” said Tom (CW3-12).  

6.3.2 Complicit Financial Advisor Subjectivity 

 

Some social work scholars have found that the rise of managerialism, 

neoliberalism and New Public Management has contributed to the decline in the ethics of 

care because “[n]ew management techniques require social workers to take a more 

instrumental and impersonal approach to their work, and many perceive that their 

interaction with service users is little more than labour in the service of economy and 

efficiency” (Meagher and Parton 2004: 11). As outlined by CUPE, some caseworkers’ 

caseloads are so high that they may not even know all of the recipients on their caseload 

(CUPE 2012). For these reasons, caseworkers themselves may find their personal ethics 

of care in conflict with management’s demands within their desensitized workplace and 

subsequently have decided to “go with the flow” and just “do their job.” A number of 

caseworkers came across as being disinterested and apathetic regarding their workplace 

culture and the policies that they must enforce (such as surveillance, non-compliance, risk 

criteria, regulation and data input). Complacency was most noticeable in how 

caseworkers framed discourses around the “necessity” of technology (not surveillance), 
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their conviction that poverty was an individual, not structural problem, the tendency to 

deflect blame onto management practices, and finally, and most importantly, how they 

emphasized their roles as financial advisors (not social workers). The complicit financial 

advisor subjective position is characterized by a neutral disposition, one that appears 

calculated, rational, disconnected and detached from emotion. Such stereotypically 

masculine traits digress from the social work ethics of care.  

Technology in the workplace, including the databases, risk criteria and third-party 

checks – obvious surveillance tools – were often unchallenged by caseworkers and were 

understood as necessary tools to provide social assistance in our information-technology-

driven society.
171

 For instance, Samantha said, “I do think that technology can help. It 

helps me do my job because you see so many clients and you see so many people” 

(ECW4-12). Rather than inferring that more caseworkers are required to adequately 

manage large caseloads, Samantha felt that technology was a necessary aid to help 

caseworkers cope. She argued, “it just makes sense; it’s just the way the world works 

now” (ibid). John was also supportive of new and emerging technologies in his 

workplace and explained an “intuitive” technology that he uses daily: 

A template identifies links and resources that you can then provide to the client 

and also an option to email them those resources. And then it keeps track of each 

employment plan that you have put together with the client so that you can see the 

history and review it before your next follow up appointments. It’s really intuitive 

technology… (CM5-12).  

                                                      

171
 Senior workers who were around during and prior to the Harris welfare reforms in the 1990s were the 

most outspoken about their dissatisfaction with the technology, perhaps because they had by far faced the 

most dramatic technological overhauls (Elaine CW1-11; Patricia CW7-11). Elaine, a union steward at the 

time when welfare switched to more computer use and data input recalled the numerous WSIB claims that 

were directly associated with new technology and increased computer use (CW1-11). These injuries 

became a major health and safety concern of the union.  
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John overlooks the negative aspects of the template he uses (e.g. data mining and 

surveillance) in favour of the positive aspects of technology that can aid caseworkers 

with their heavy workloads.  

 As is the case in most bureaucratic workplaces, several workers were quick to 

blame management, inadequate technologies and the policies (“the system”) for their 

inability to become more engaged with recipients’ needs. Tom, for instance, was 

frustrated with the legislation because it reduced his autonomy and undermined his 

capacity to make decisions, “it doesn’t allow enough flexibility for me to actually provide 

the service based on the person’s needs” (CW3-12). His statement correlates with 

sentiments expressed by other workers who suggested that they wanted to do more for 

recipients but were constrained by bureaucracy, technology and management. In terms of 

the current technology used by OW, CUPE claims that members are very concerned with 

the automation of services and transactions that replace one-on-one interactions with 

“virtual relationships” (CUPE 2012: 16). Tom said that many workers complained that 

the system was “too administratively focused.” He argued, “there is so much that you 

have to do. This has to be filled in. You have to change this date. So you are really driven 

by administrative needs as opposed to service needs” (CW3-12).  

While those who saw their jobs as primarily as “financial advisors,” were willing 

blame the system and management for the inadequacies within their profession, they 

were less inclined to acknowledge the systemic reasons that led recipients to rely of OW. 

The individualistic dispositions of “financial advisors” are a product of a neoliberal 
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welfare apparatus that favours the capitalist system, while actively condemning 

individuals for their personal failings to succeed in the capitalist labour market. My 

purpose in drawing attention to individualistic thinking is to develop a nuanced 

understanding of how systemic inequality is minimized within social service workplaces 

and to show how such thinking is facilitated by New Public Management, neoliberalism 

and managerialism. Organizationally, Ontario Works individualizes poverty and 

encourages caseworkers to adopt and reinforce this perspective by employing class, 

gender and race “neutral” discourse in both policy and practice thereby diverting 

attention away from structures that cause and perpetuate inequality (capitalism, white 

supremacy, patriarchy). This has been largely achieved by adopting business and market 

discourses in all aspects of the OW workplace, such as policy, training and the daily 

management of caseworkers. Business-oriented individualism makes it easier for OW to 

justify denying people the benefits they need because they are perceived by workers, the 

legislation and the technology as defective market citizens who are non-compliant with 

workfare and/or surveillance processes. 

Neoliberal neutrality is indicative of the depoliticization of social work (and social 

workers). Baines’ (2002) research, for example, specifically targeted “progressive” social 

workers who identified as feminists, Marxists and postmodernists to participate in focus 

groups about race and racism in Toronto’s social services. Her research found that 

workers blame management for promoting neoliberal neutrality: “Workers argued that 

gender and class have been ‘tied up’ or removed from everyday practice through a series 

of management policies that neutralize, contain or depoliticize them” (193). While single 
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mothers, recent immigrants and refugees, racial minorities, and Aboriginal recipients may 

have multiple and intersecting oppressions and barriers to getting out of poverty, the 

OWA 1997 does not specify any measures to assist these diverse groups or highlight the 

structural factors that put them there in the first place. Diversity does not exist in the 

OWA legislation – all recipients are considered equal. 

Some workers employed common aspects of neoliberal neutral and individualizing 

discourses to describe the poor: the “culture of poverty,” “lack of self-sufficiency” and 

“bad lifestyle choices.” Even Norah, who for the most part was committed to the social 

work ethics of care, perceived Ontario Works as a program to help recipients improve 

themselves, achieve independence and subsequently become good workers and 

contributors to society (ECW2-11). Norah’s position is common among caseworkers 

(especially employment counsellors) because their training, rules, regulations and 

workplace culture supports this perspective.
172

 A contradiction emerges in this logic, 

however, because individuals need to become self-sufficient yet they are also not trusted 

to do so on their own. Hence, welfare surveillance becomes a necessary form of social 

control. Norah illustrates this contradiction perfectly: 

Movement to improvement. . . .There is such a thing as non-compliance and that 

could be where we get the terrible reputation… and that’s for people that 

continually refuse to do anything ... There are people out there that feel that it is 

their God-given right to be on welfare because it’s there and they don’t think they 

should have to do anything... The tiniest, tiniest percentage of people we ever see 

are non-compliant (ECW2-11, emphasis original). 

 

                                                      

172
 Even the union concurs with these individualistic sentiments, “the current level of risk relies upon the 

recipients’ self-declaration of changes in circumstances, verification to be provided and background data 

collection through third party services” (CUPE 2012: 15, emphasis added). As such, recipients are 

responsible for how the system defines their level of “riskiness.”  
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Norah asserts that OW’s bad reputation rests on the small percentage of welfare recipients 

who are “non-compliant;” she argues they are the main reason why surveillance is 

mandatory. Yet, she also makes the claim that some recipients want or choose to be on 

welfare and have no real desire to work – this statement, regardless of her intent (that is 

to “help”), conveys classist stereotypes that welfare is a “lifestyle choice.” That a 

gendered, racialized and classed society actually segregates certain individuals as 

“unemployable,” does not enter into her analysis.  

That race is often a determining factor in employability was noticeable absent in 

the discussions with caseworkers. Most of the caseworkers whom I interviewed 

(especially those in smaller cities) avoided discussing race, racism and structural factors 

(the labour market, immigration, access to social services, economic policies and so on) 

that marginalize and disenfranchise people of colour. When I brought up issues of race 

(and gender), some caseworkers became uncomfortable and unsure of how to respond. A 

few outright said that all recipients are treated the same, that they all have equal access 

and are subject to the same regulations. From an anti-racist perspective, the avoidance 

and minimization of racism reproduces race-neutral discourse within social services. 

Scholars such as Bannerji (2000) and Coulter (2009) contend that the minimization (or 

erasure) of race removes the government’s and the individual worker’s accountability or 

acknowledgement of larger systemic inequalities. Baines found that caseworkers in 

Toronto who work with a large population of “visible minorities” and “newcomers” were 

the most open to discussing the different issues that racialized groups may encounter in 

the labour market, and in society generally (2002). My research discovered similar 
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findings; the three caseworkers I interviewed from Toronto were the only caseworkers 

who acknowledged the challenges that recent immigrants and racialized recipients may 

encounter (language barriers, discrimination in the labour market, education credentials 

that are not acknowledged, the underground economy, bureaucratic factors affecting 

visas and gaining citizenship status etc.).  

Kim illustrated the complexities regarding open discussions about race and racism 

at Ontario Works: “Well I just don’t understand how the racialized would be at an 

increased level of surveillance… I don’t understand how racialized women are being 

targeted for surveillance more than non-racialized women given the population” (CW9-

12).
173

 Kim’s response is telling in that some caseworkers may have difficulties naming 

or calling out racism within their workplaces. Nobody wants to be perceived as a racist 

and caseworkers were careful to use race- and gender-neutral while emphasizing 

“problem clients” as “generational,” “high needs,” “life skills challenged” and “difficult 

populations.” The fact that caseworkers were so silent on issues of gender and race brings 

to light their inability, or OW’s inability, to recognize systemic oppressions.
174

 For 

                                                      

173
 Kim had read my master’s thesis before our meeting. She questioned me on my anti-racist analysis of 

welfare surveillance and was unsure how racialized single mothers may face more surveillance. While it 

was obvious that we did not agree on this point, we were able to have a discussion about surveillance and 

OW. I learned a lot from Kim; she was the first and only caseworker that I interviewed who identified as an 

anti-poverty activist. Our interview and subsequent conversations encouraged me to think about the behind-

the-scenes subversion and activism that caseworkers engage in to help their clients in ways that I had not 

before. I thank Kim for taking the time to help me see the resistance within welfare offices that is hidden 

from public view.  
174

 For instance, feminist political economist Kendra Coulter (2009) has similarly criticized neoliberal 

policies for the gender- and race-neutral discourse used in various social welfare programs, arguing that 

neutral language erases systemic structures that reinforce systemic inequality such as class hierarchy, 

heteropatriarchy, ableism and racism. Coulter claims that government officials and caseworkers “are 

reproducing a political culture that promotes de-gendered, class-less neoliberal subjects, while actively 
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instance, caseworkers utilized the word “newcomers” rather than “immigrants” as well as 

multicultural discourses of “diversity” and “worldliness,” labels that anti-racist scholar 

Bannerji claims problematically presents race-neutral language as a multicultural strategy 

of “containment and management” (2000:42).  

Those OW workers who fit the mold of “financial advisor,” were reluctant to 

identify their work responsibilities as “social work.” Some caseworkers went as far as to 

say that they are not social workers and do not identify as such. At a 2011 public meeting 

for the Social Assistance Review in Kingston, I sat at a table with welfare caseworkers, 

addictions workers and legal aid representatives. For the most part, I was a silent 

observer, but at one point, I commented that their statements regarding how the system 

takes away their ability to be social workers surprised me. They laughed and responded 

that according to management they are not considered “social workers but financial 

advisors” (Field notes 2011). I asked them to elaborate on how that made them feel and 

they remarked that their discretion and agency had been reduced because of bureaucracy, 

legislation, eligibility criteria, the 800 rules, data input, paperwork and upper 

management restricting their autonomy. One of the reasons that they had agreed to attend 

the public meeting was to voice their concerns about the state of social assistance.  

Tom was candid about his disappointment with some of his colleagues who, he 

argued, focused all of their attention on financial eligibility, “you also have workers still 

on the frontline…that are only here for financial compliance; they have no background in 

                                                                                                                                                              

avoiding consideration of the systemic causes of poverty and collective solutions that challenge the 

neoliberal policy paradigm” (ibid:25). 
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employment and no particular desire either” (CW3-12). While it is legislated that all 

caseworkers follow the Participation Agreements and employment strategies (workfare) 

to assist recipients into full-time jobs, Tom argued that some workers do not put in the 

effort to work one-on-one with recipients, focusing instead on the financial regulation 

and remaining neutral about their role in helping them move out of poverty.  

With the immense legislative pressure and rules placed on frontline workers, in 

addition to New Public Management and neoliberal policies, it is not surprising that some 

caseworkers have developed a neoliberal neutral subjectivity and adhere to the 

rebranding of their jobs as “financial advisors.”  Neoliberal individualism neutralizes and 

depoliticizes caseworkers’ relationship to their work and recipients by de-gendering and 

de-racializing recipients while ignoring systemic inequalities. Moreover, the neoliberal 

emphasis on financial aspects of casework, wherein workers are assessed based on their 

contributions to cost savings, stands in stark contrast to more traditionally feminine 

conceptions of social work (emotional labour, counselling, care work). 

6.3.3 Authoritarian Overseer Subjectivity 

 

If the rebranding of caseworkers as “financial advisors” has eroded the 

commitments of many to an ethics of care, it has done little to curb caseworkers who are 

attracted to the work for the power it confers. A dominant characteristic of the 

“authoritarian overseer” is that the worker takes their job and their authority so seriously 

that they may behave in authoritarian and abusive ways towards recipients in order to 

uphold OW rules. The “authoritarian overseer” is characterized by judgemental, 
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moralistic, abusive, discriminatory behaviours and attitudes and a belief that it was their 

right and duty to punish and regulate the poor. Reflecting back on surveillance scholar 

Gilliom’s research (2001), this subjectivity relates to his idea of “authoritarian 

surveillance,” which he describes as “a form of knowing which discounts, excludes, and 

objectifies the subjects of its gaze” (42). For caseworkers who adopt the authoritarian 

overseer subjectivity, surveillance comes with the territory and is not perceived as a 

negative, intrusive or regulatory measure in any way – it is simply part of the job and a 

necessary means to ensure “compliance” with the rules. Tom illuminated a disturbing 

trend among some of his colleagues that demonstrates caseworkers’ depreciation of 

recipients:  

I’ve seen some workers try to force homeless clients to report their panhandling 

income so that they could take that 50 percent off of their OW cheque... I’ve heard 

a worker argue with their supervisor that they know that the person who is 

homeless panhandles, and they don’t declare that income and that they should be. 

And although technically, I guess they should, or you could make them, most of 

us would never dream of asking somebody who panhandles to declare that as an 

income... (CW3-12, emphasis original).  

 

Tom related another example of the authoritarian overseer, “the worker who tries to get 

the person through gifts and loans to reduce their monthly benefits… the worker was 

aware that the client went every Sunday to their parents for dinner, so the worker wanted 

to stick a value on that because it was an ‘ongoing contribution’ ” (ibid). While some OW 

caseworkers found such authoritarianism deplorable, the abuse of power by the 

authoritarian overseer is an unfortunate reality that many single mothers regularly 

experience when they access the system.   
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Peter exemplified the authoritarian overseer. He had many opinions about his job 

and how important it was to follow the rules and ensure that the recipients were not 

abusing the system or “getting something for nothing” (CW8-11). He also had a unique 

experience from the rest of the participants because he was the only male caseworker in 

his office. As a man, he felt that he had a different approach to his work and also 

accepted caseloads that were deemed “high risk” (violent offenders) because of his 

gender, expertise and demeanour. His gendered assumptions of casework, whether 

intentional or not, stereotyped female caseworkers as emotional, caring and nurturing 

while simultaneously assuming that, as a male caseworker, he was rational, decisive and 

strong. Peter also noted that his male colleagues did not stay permanently with OW; they 

left for other more traditionally masculine jobs with the city government, moved into 

management positions or transferred to the Fraud Unit.
 
 

 Peter did not identify with the social work ethics of casework, criticizing it as 

“touchy feely.” He openly dismissed traditionally feminized aspects of the caseworker 

role, such as “helping” and “caring” and stressed the procedural and financial 

responsibility of the job: “If you talk to a lot of other caseworkers… they want to do 

more one-on-one. They want to do a lot more individual ‘how can I help you...how can I 

help you lick your wounds and move forward?’” (CW8-11). Peter reproduced 

“masculine” characteristics in how he “remains distant and controlled” and “takes a 

critical stance towards the arguments presented…drawing his own conclusions based on 

designated general decision rules (risk assessment, cost benefit analysis and so on), rather 

than being swayed by sympathy to a particular case” (Meagher and Parton 2004: 14). 
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Peter demonstrated that he had internalized the New Public Management ethos and the 

subsequent erasure of the feminine from social work.  

Peter declared that he worked with “clients” who were “life skill challenged” and 

on welfare because of their “lifestyle choices” (CW8-11). He believed that these “clients” 

are “non-conformists” who “choose” a life of poverty on the margins. Peter stated that he 

deals with people who “socially do not conform” to middle-class consumer lifestyles that 

includes “getting a job, buying a house, trying to have a family, making a career for 

oneself and putting away for retirement” (ibid). Of all the caseworkers I interviewed, 

Peter most strongly believed in the liberal notions of individualism and choice (pull 

yourself up from your bootstraps) and had difficulty conceiving structural issues or 

hardships that might force someone to be on assistance. “They’ve made a choice for ‘my 

time’… and I struggle with this…you know what I mean? They just don’t feel bad about 

being on Ontario Works,” said Peter (ibid). This quote is indicative of how some 

caseworkers perceive themselves as crucial to maintaining order, enforcing rules and 

providing disincentives to compel recipients to become good market citizens.  

Because he worked with “life skills challenged” clients, Peter celebrated the OW 

workfare model as an improvement over the old system (general welfare) because it 

forces applicants to be “accountable” to the program and discourages “generational 

drains” on the system: 

People get intimidated when they know the ownership’s put back on them; that’s 

what Ontario Works basically does now. Before there wasn’t really any ownership, 

you just had to apply... We’d ask them to do a job search…but there was never 

really any follow up to that. But now there’s more ownership put back on the 

individual; we see them every three months and we have employment counsellors 
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that work with them... We try to get them to move forward all the time if they can 

show us limitations of why they can’t. We’re not here to brow beat them or 

anything (CW8-11). 

 

Peter’s stance on workfare re-asserts his belief that recipients require constant 

monitoring, follow-ups, reviews and assessments – surveillance – to ensure that they are 

doing what they have agreed upon in their Participation Agreements. The discourse of 

“ownership” is particularly telling of Peter’s perceptions about recipients and replicates 

stereotypes about poverty that were justifications for the major welfare restructuring 

during the 1990s. It also suggests that those on assistance must prove that they are worthy 

and deserving of benefits and that they agree to ongoing surveillance and compliance.  

By demanding “ownership” of their personal failings as flawed market citizens, Peter, 

and other “authoritarian overseers” within OW, are neither social workers nor wholly 

“financial advisors” – they are neoliberalism’s new welfare police. 

6.4 Agents of Surveillance: How Caseworkers Understand Welfare Surveillance   

 

Regardless of their subjectivity, all caseworkers participate in surveillance.
175

 

“Compliance” is the guiding principle in the delivery of Ontario Works and refers to the 

ease with which caseworkers manage recipients – it governs a majority of their decision-

making processes. OW recipients are expected to be compliant, that is, submit, yield or 

adapt to OW rules and mandates in order to receive their financial benefits. Recipients 

who deviate from any number of ongoing eligibility criteria (specifically workfare 

                                                      

175
 For this section, I draw upon a presentation I gave, “From Social Work to Agents of Surveillance: 

Caseworkers' Perspectives on Welfare Surveillance within ‘Ontario Works,’” as part of the Surveillance 

Studies Centre’s Seminar Series at Queen’s University (2014).  
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demands outlined in their Participation Agreements) are considered “non-compliant.” 

According to the City of Kingston, “Non-Compliance is failure, without good cause, to 

follow the rules of eligibility (including your Participation Agreement) which can result 

in temporary cancellation of your assistance” (2014d). OW identifies four areas of non-

compliance that result in the temporary or permanent suspension of benefits: failure or 

refusal to participate in employment assistance activities; failure to accept or maintain 

employment; unapproved absence from Ontario; and/or failure to comply with other 

eligibility criteria as required (OW DIR 6.13; DIR 9.1). In contrast to OW legislation, the 

caseworker’s union, the Canadian Union of Public Employees’ stance on non-compliance 

policies is that they are “punitive in nature” and therefore “can create financial hardships 

for clients and contribute to low self-esteem and morale” (CUPE 2012: 6).  

Caseworkers’ actions to address non-compliance are punitive (suspending or 

terminating benefits) and heavily surveillance-based. Because non-compliance is such a 

dominant practice in the OW workplace, it structures caseworkers’ relationships with 

their clients. However, the caseworkers I interviewed did not perceive the emphasis of 

compliance as punitive.
176

 Indeed, it was remarkable how strongly some caseworkers 

reacted against the use of the term “surveillance.” Presumably, they felt it was a critique 

of themselves and not of the systemic organizational inequality between caseworkers and 

recipients.  

                                                      

176
 However, even the Social Assistance Review (2012) framed the current welfare model as “surveillance 

based.” The commissioners asked, “should the social assistance system move from a surveillance approach 

toward an audit-based system of verification and monitoring?” (CUPE 2012:14).  
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Employment counsellor Norah was supportive of my study but critiqued my use of 

the term “surveillance” and was visibly upset that I used the term on the consent form. 

Since she was my first caseworker interview, I decided for future interviews to take the 

time to explain what I meant by the wording in order to avoid further miscommunication. 

While my use of the term was not intended to be antagonistic, this process proved to be a 

good lesson in the power of discourse, meaning and language in relation to how the 

participants and I understood each other. John, a case manager, reflected on the term 

surveillance: 

It’s not a term that I’ve heard applied before to this but it is certainly accurate. 

Whether you are looking at the service planning and confirming that they are or 

they are not doing what they are supposed to do... You’re updating their financial 

information, so they bring in copies of their bank book and you look at 

transactional details. They have to provide copies of their income; they’re not just 

allowed to give a statement – they have to give photocopies of their pay stub. They 

are required to bring in rent receipts. And if they have any kind of investment 

portfolio, RESPs and RRSPs, they are required at least periodically to provide 

those. So there is a surveillance piece to this and there always has been whether we 

call it compliance or surveillance (CM5-12). 

 

These discussions about surveillance exposed how OW offices reframe surveillance 

practices to recipient actions of compliance or non-compliance. The recipient becomes 

the actor/subject while OW is recast as the benign object. Thus it is the individual 

recipients whose actions force OW to respond with oversight. Compliance discourses 

inaccurately imply that only if the recipient fails to comply does OW intercede. In 

actuality, OW surveils them the moment they apply for assistance and throughout their 

entire time on assistance.  
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Even caseworkers committed to an ethics of care, often saw surveillance as 

essential to prevent welfare fraud:  

I think...surveillance is necessary to some degree. I don’t think it should be really 

highly focused on...  I came from a single parent home and we were on assistance 

off and on and there are times where you have to lie to, you know, manage to pay 

the bills. And in my personal opinion I think that’s okay depending on what sort of 

extent... I think it’s okay for things like that to happen on some level, however, 

there still needs to be... I guess for you, your word is ‘surveillance,’ to ensure that 

there are some checks and balances, right... The root cause is not having enough – 

the benefits aren’t enough (John CM5-12). 

 

John’s illustrates the difficult balance that caseworkers must maintain to justify the work 

that they do. Many workers acknowledge that there needs to be some sort of mechanism 

in place to review eligibility criteria of recipients, however, the rates are not enough to 

survive on alone, and recipients are forced into a position where they have to break the 

rules in order to survive. Only one of my interviewees, with insight derived from his own 

lived experiences of poverty, explicitly recognized that recipients must break the rules 

(commit fraud) to survive. Gilliom’s research found that those who engaged in welfare 

surveillance are well aware that all kinds of “fraud” occur: “[s]ome call it fraud or crime, 

others call it common sense…Some deploy computer matches and investigators, 

others…extend a bit of help” (2001:96).  

Caseworkers conceptualized welfare surveillance in two distinct ways: as 

surveillance “units,” and as the “system.”  First, some workers identified certain units as 

the primary surveillance mechanisms in OW, such as Eligibility Review Officers (EROs), 

the Consolidated Verification Process (CVP) and the Location Service Workers (LSW) 

or the Family Responsibility Office (FRO). EROs are considered part of the Fraud Unit, 



 

266 

 

 

 

and their sole purpose is to conduct investigations reported to the welfare fraud hotlines 

or handed off from caseworkers. The CVP unit is comprised of caseworkers whose entire 

focus is to assess files for review and flag files for levels of risk as determined by 

provincial policy experts (not the caseworkers themselves). Caseworkers perceived the 

work of CVP unit as separate from their own. However, due to downsizing under the 

Liberal McGuinty government in 2011–2012, most offices are now without a CVP unit 

and caseworkers now have to perform these surveillance duties under the Eligibility 

Verification Process (EVP).
177

 Caseworkers also saw LSW and FRO, the family services 

units that investigate paternity cases and locate absent biological fathers to pay child 

support and/or enforce DNA paternity tests, as surveillance units. Caseworkers believed 

that FROs and LSW perform surveillance that explicitly target biological fathers: “of 

course it’s surveillance… not so much on the women, although you have to ask them and 

make them disclose personal and embarrassing things. The surveillance piece is really on 

the man in order to hunt him down if you will, that’s a strong word…” (Tom CW3-12). 

Interestingly, this caseworker distinguishes surveillance as gendered, focusing on 

“hunting” down “dead beat dads” and, as such, he dismisses its effect on women. Overall, 

caseworkers distanced themselves from admitting that they conduct surveillance by 

separating their own work from that of the ERO, CVP and LSW units.  

 Caseworkers also avoided personal implication by denouncing the “system” that 

normalizes and automates the surveillance processes. In their eyes, because they were 

                                                      

177
 These changes occurred during my fieldwork: one office no longer had a CVP unit, another had 

renamed it the Eligibility Verification Procedure and one office was in the stages of downsizing the unit’s 

responsibilities onto individual caseworkers. Overall caseworkers were unhappy with the additions to their 

work responsibilities.  
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frontline workers and were there to “help” people, they were exempt from the 

surveillance apparatus. Additionally because of their location within the hierarchical 

organization of OW, they did not feel like they yielded the same kinds of power and 

oversight that upper management did (see Figure 4). Explaining how the “system” 

surveils recipients, Joanne said, “the CBS [Client Booking System] keeps track of 

attendance… it’s the appointment scheduling tool that we use. So basically you can pull 

up the person’s name and do a search and it says how many appointments they’ve had, 

how many they’ve missed… So if you have concerns that somebody isn’t attending 

appointments you can quickly see the percentage” (CW6-11). Joanne reveals the moral 

regulation component of her work through duties such as checking up on recipients to 

ensure that they are attending their meetings or fulfilling their job responsibilities. Norah, 

an employment counsellor said, “our 50 percent no show rate has a lot to do with our 

non-compliance... Whether it’s mental health or they just don’t feel they have to come 

into the office, they don’t comply and we’re legislated to see them every three months in 

person” (ECW2-12). Norah also pointed out that the legislation obliges her to see 

recipients even more often if they are non-compliant.
178

 Caseworkers are mandated to 

follow a non-compliance process (i.e. surveillance) that constitutes a significant part of 

their job responsibilities (see Figure 3). If they neglect to follow up with non-compliance 

protocols, they could face disciplinary action from their own supervisors.  

                                                      

178
 Recipients who are flagged as non-compliant can expect to have their cheques suspended until they meet 

in person with their caseworker and provide the necessary information to prove that they are still eligible. 

Only then will their benefits be reinstated.  
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Glaringly absent from my interviews with caseworkers was any acknowledgment 

that surveillance is really about regulating behaviour, which, as I have argued earlier, is 

the main purpose of OW – to transform the individual. Gilliom critically reminds us that 

“[s]urveillance of human behaviour is in place to control human behaviour, whether by 

limiting access to programs or institutions, monitoring and affecting behaviour within 

those arenas, or otherwise enforcing rules and norms by observing and recording acts of 

compliance and deviance” (2001: 3, emphasis added).  

6.5 New Public Management and Surveillance in the Ontario Works Workplace 

 

New Public Management (NPM) is a neoliberal management strategy that 

coincides with a pro-market, minimalist welfare state (Connell et al. 2009; Kernaghan 

and Charih 1997) and has been the driving force behind transforming social workers’ 

relationships with their recipients of social assistance (Baines 2004; Meagher and Parton 

2004). NPM strategies within social services have fundamentally altered the relationships 

between caseworkers and recipients to favour business-oriented relationships and 

organization within welfare services (Baines 2004, 2006; Meagher and Parton 2004). 

Such business values are evident in the City of Toronto’s vision statement “Working as 

One: Toronto Workforce Development Report,” which advocates for a “streamlined, 

responsive and coordinated system that provides a broad range of timely and relevant 

services, that evolves based on evidence and best practice, and that achieves successful 
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outcomes for residents, employers and communities” (City of Toronto 2012).
179

 

Labelling OW recipients as a “workforce” in and of itself indicates OW’s neoliberal 

emphasis on recipients as potential workers. In what ways have NPM and business 

approaches impacted caseworkers directly? To address this question, I examine several 

impacts in detail: changing gender dynamics, inadequate training, downloading 

responsibilities and surveillance of caseworkers.  

 NPM has had gendered outcomes regarding how caseworkers perform social 

work. For instance, during the Harris welfare reforms and the “modernization” of welfare 

services, there was a call to recruit more men into the social work profession, to become 

more “gender inclusive” and de-feminize or neutralize the profession (Peter, CW8-11). 

Interestingly, the push to recruit more male caseworkers occurred during significant 

welfare reforms (managerialism, new surveillance technologies, tougher eligibility 

criteria, anti-fraud measures) and alongside major changes to caseworker labour (data 

entry, reviews and assessments, quotas). Peter, for instance, was encouraged to submit an 

application for a caseworker position when he finished his B.A. in sociology and he felt 

that the recruitment of men into the profession was a positive change. However, he also 

acknowledged that he remains the only male frontline caseworker in his office; his male 

colleagues leave frontline casework as soon as something “better” that yields more status 

                                                      

179
 The report overtly calls for business-oriented strategies: “To that end, Working as One proposes ways to 

more effectively assist employers address their workforce challenges, while setting out more active ways of 

helping jobseekers increase their potential to compete in the labour force” (City of Toronto 2012).  

Moreover, Bailey Church, a senior manager at KPMG, contends that downsizing in the public sector 

includes changes to the ways in which services conduct accounting and financial reporting. Church also 

notes changes to internal controls and processes, information systems and to management and staff (2013). 
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and prestige becomes available (e.g. a promotion or management position). This tendency 

suggests that frontline casework is undervalued and less prestigious.
180

  

Frontline casework remains highly feminized. Yet the gendered assumptions tied to 

traditional and feminized social work (caring, nurturing, listening, sympathy and more) 

are increasingly replaced in discourse, policy, training and practice with approaches to 

casework based on assumptions that resonate with the rational financial advisor 

subjectivity: neoliberal, masculine, individualistic, calculating, dehumanizing, and 

competitive (Meagher and Parton 2004).
181

 As well, women continue to be relegated to 

lower salaries and positions and receive far fewer opportunities for promotion and 

management positions than their male counterparts. For those women lucky enough to be 

promoted to administrative positions, the gender income gap remains “high, with men 

earning 21% more than women” (Berg and Barry 2008; Carniol 2005: 97).  

Second, NPM has had impacts on the training (often mandatory) and professional 

development of caseworkers. Popular in 2011-2012, the “Sales” training module is 

indicative of the many ways that neoliberalism has become “common sense” in welfare 

offices. The care work or social work ethics exists only in relation to the “client” as a 

customer of a business. Equating financial assistance with the purchasing of commodity 

goods underlines the business-oriented discourse and practices that currently dominate 

OW practices today.  

                                                      

180
 Also see Berg and Barry 2008.  

181
 U.K. scholars Thomas and Davis’ (2005) research discovered a “masculine competitive” subjectivity 

among the social workers whom they interviewed. They defined this subjectivity as “characterized by an 

image of the aggressive and ‘pushy’ individual, who identifies with being competitive, ruthless and target-

oriented” (689).  
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The Sales training module instills a business-oriented relationship by situating the 

recipient as a customer and the caseworker as a Sales representative, reducing structural 

oppression of poverty to a simple exchange of commodities in a “free market.” U.K. 

scholars Froggett and Sapey (1997) elaborate on this point: “By redefining clients as 

consumers and emphasizing the virtues of ‘choice’ and ‘diversity’, it [managerialism] has 

attempted to infuse welfare practice with something resembling market discipline” (9).
182

 

Similarly, Australian social work scholars Meagher and Parton maintain that 

managerialism and NPM “promote a cost-conscious performance culture…of 

competition between providers and choice for customers have proliferated, as if service 

provision occurred in a quasi-market” (2004: 14). Employing market rationalities in 

welfare offices reduces the potential for workers to develop compassionate and 

empathetic relationships with recipients since their job is set up as a business transaction 

that ignores the power imbalance between caseworker and recipient.  

Caseworkers in my study had mixed feelings about the Sales training model. Some 

supported the training, claiming that it improved the quality of their interactions with 

recipients. For instance, Patricia, a former recipient of assistance, said:  

I think you’ve lost some of the humanity of welfare and you’ve lost the personal 

touch, which is why we did Sales training. It was bringing that personal touch back 

into social services. You’re not just a number; you’re not just a person that we are 

rushing through…I do wanna hear what you have to say. What is it that’s going to 

make this better for you? And I don’t know how many times I’ve had clients say, ‘I 

was so upset about having to come in here and you’ve made it better, you’ve made 

                                                      

182
 Mooney and Law also note, “[t]he promotion of choice reflects a desire to reconstruct the role of the 

state, no longer always and everywhere the provider of services but as ‘enabler’ and regulator of services 

provided by other ‘partners’ and ‘stakeholders’” (2007: 11). These discourses were prevalent particularly 

among senior management.  
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it so easy.’ There’s no reason to make people feel bad about applying for assistance 

(CW7-11).  

 

Additionally, Joanne stated, “to me it’s better customer service if you can seat them desk 

side” (CW6-11). However, such training allows caseworkers to justify their work as 

helping, while overlooking and minimizing systemic factors that create poverty in the 

first place. On the other hand, some caseworkers were disappointed with the training they 

received from Sales. Tom was especially resentful of the training because it did not help 

him do his job “any better” or develop any new skills: “The rest was all of this touchy 

feely, huggy, let’s understand how horrible life is for clients, and I’m not saying it isn’t or 

making fun of that part of it, but I got nothing in there that made me help me do my job 

better” (CW3-12). Tom was a caseworker who demonstrated empathy towards recipients, 

yet he found the Sales model flawed. Specifically, he felt the training did not help 

workers improve upon their administrative duties, which he rightly pointed out takes up a 

majority of their time. Such training may have little impact in an environment where 

workers have so little face-to-face time with recipients.  

New Public Management has led to the downloading of responsibilities onto 

caseworkers. Caseworkers are increasingly expected to do all of their own clerical work 

including filing, data input, booking appointments and rebooking no-shows (this has 

especially affected smaller cities with fewer resources). With caseloads exceeding 150 

per worker, one can imagine the time that caseworkers must allocate to administrative 

duties. Prior to this ongoing downsizing, most OW offices were equipped with “case 

aides” that performed clerical work to assist caseworkers and free up time for 
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caseworkers to meet with recipients one on one – a few of the caseworkers I interviewed 

even recalled starting their careers in such a position. Under neoliberal reforms, case 

aides have been eliminated in smaller cities, leading to more administrative duties 

downloaded onto frontline caseworkers.  

Some caseworkers felt that the vast amount of paperwork and data entry was 

distracting and hindering them from important one-on-one time with recipients:  

I don’t have problems with knowing all of the rules and applying them by any 

means. It’s sometimes difficult to explain the rules so that people really 

understand what some of the requirements are and why we are asking for specific 

information – the volume of paperwork compared to people work is challenging, 

but it’s all about the approach (Kim CW9-12).  

 

Kim points out that regardless of one’s grasp of the legislation and rules, the vast amount 

of paperwork still impedes face-to-face contact with recipients, compromising the social 

work skills required for frontline work. Others, like John, were critical of caseworkers 

who are dependent on technology to make decisions for them and the way technology can 

desensitize interactions between workers and recipients: “The SDMT is a tool to do the 

job. You shouldn’t be using the SDMT to be doing an eligibility decision... Its data entry; 

you just put the information in and, if you do it correctly, then it will spit out an eligibility 

decision. But I think the eligibility decision comes from the human person” (CM5-12). 

One-on-one meetings are essential for building rapport with recipients, providing 

accurate advocacy and problem solving. However, some interviewees point out that not 

all caseworkers receive equal training and education regarding sensitivity, anti-

oppression, non-judgmental skills – there are some who simply are not qualified to be 
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supportive social workers. Tom offered his opinion on this matter, “we hire people to be 

caseworkers but unfortunately…it takes a specific kind of person to sit down like this and 

talk to a client and ask the right questions…being supportive, negotiating a service plan 

and not dictating” (CW3-12). Tom’s insights provide more evidence that OW 

undervalues social work ethics within the workplace by not providing or supporting 

social work training and skill development. Even more troubling is the allegation that 

some workers have become too reliant on workplace technology to make decisions for 

them: 

I think there are some staff that would rely on the technology to pop out a decision 

for them…that’s not what I did…if I see the system saying it’s ineligible and I 

thought they were eligible then I use my knowledge of the legislation…but from 

my experience as a manager… there are some staff members that really use the 

technology to determine eligibility which is not…the expectation that we have as 

an organization (John CM5-12).  

 

The absence of consistent training and reliance on technology diminishes the quality of 

one-on-one casework, leaving workers little choice but to become financial advisors.  

Research in the U.K., U.S., Canada, Sweden and Australia has shown that 

increased reliance on technology in social service delivery workplaces alongside the de-

skilling of social work has reduced workers’ autonomy, compromised their morale 

around the value of their decision making and expertise, and dehumanized frontline 

casework (Baines 2004; Berg and Barry 2008; Dominelli’s and Hoogvelt 1996; Hennessy 

and Sawchuk 2003; Harlow 2002; Law and Mooney 2007; Thomas and Davis 2005). As 

social services in Ontario continues to download tasks onto frontline caseworkers, it 

means less advocacy, less people time, increased stress and lower morale among workers. 
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As Kim explained, advocacy is most often limited due to paperwork, “I would say that 

the level of activism is just very, very quiet but the most frustrating… thing that we end 

up having to do is the paperwork” (CW9-12). Additionally, caseworkers attested that 

technology and the OW “system” has displaced their social work skills and they felt that 

their discretion was constrained and displaced because of technological and regulatory 

barriers: 

I think the new OW system and legislation was designed to make people 

ineligible. The new legislation that came into true effect, in my viewpoint, was 

definitely designed to make people ineligible for assistance or make it so they 

didn’t qualify for assistance. We were nickel and diming people. You know, if 

they were getting $3.41 interest per year we were putting that in as a deduction 

because it was ‘income’…But it was like, documentation extraordinaire, anything 

that they had and still have has to be documented. I can’t grant or approve a case 

without documentation (Patricia, CW7-11, emphasis original). 

 

OW caseworkers are not only displaced by technology and automation but are 

also left out of discussions and decision making about how casework should be done at 

the frontline level, especially during times of accelerated welfare reforms. Several 

workers were exasperated that senior management, who ultimately determine workplace 

policies, had little to no experience working directly with the recipients. As Tom 

expressed, “there were a lot of pressures from management in what was expected of us 

and what the clients actually needed, which some of that, to a small degree I think, is 

what I said earlier about… managers never administering Ontario Works on the frontlines 

before but being the ones that come up with the policies” (CW3-12). Caseworkers 

conveyed that management was “detached” and “removed” from the daily pressures of 
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casework and therefore should not have the authority to create policies that impact 

frontline work.  

New Public Management has also shifted the surveillance gaze upon caseworkers 

themselves. Caseworkers must meet quotas and timelines, provide regular statistics on 

their case management; their email and telephone communications can be reviewed and 

scrutinized; their personal work computers can be inspected as well as their data input 

into the Service Delivery Model Technology/Social Assistance Management Software; 

and they must undergo performance evaluations.
183

 In capitalist work environments, 

employees have always been under some form of surveillance. Surveillance scholar Elia 

Zureik suggests this is particularly due to employers’ lack of trust in their employees: 

“Surveillance is practiced particularly in workplaces, public spheres, and total 

institutions, such as prisons and the military, because those in positions of authority do 

not trust or are seeking grounds to trust those below them” (2003: 37). Zureik reminds us 

that the political economy of production is central to how and why surveillance of 

workers occurs in the first place. A lack of trust is clearly the impetus behind NPM 

reforms in the welfare sector. As Meagher and Parton argue:  

From the managerialist perspective, professionals and bureaucrats are self-

interested and untrustworthy. Both need to be ‘managed’ by new mechanisms that 

establish clear lines of criteria of accountability, to restore the integrity of and 

community trust in public services…managerialist governments have developed 

and implemented practices designed to monitor, assess, and regulate the 

performance of both organizations and workers delivering public services, and 

those in receipt of them (2004: 14, emphasis added).  

                                                      

183
 It is unknown how often caseworkers are subjected to performance evaluations The caseworkers I 

interviewed emphasised that they were expected to meet targets and quotas and a failure to do so would 

result in a performance review, yet they did not indicate how often this might occur. I contacted the MCSS 

to find out more information about these policies and did not receive a response. 
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Surveillance of caseworkers is highly evident in management’s insistence on 

meeting office targets and quotas (maintaining a set number of caseloads), pushing 

workers to be as efficient as possible. This financial pressure affects caseworkers and 

recipients. John, a case manager, underscored the value of targets, “we need to hit our 

targets and it’s in relation to funding. So if you are not meeting those targets, our division 

is not getting the money that we planned to use throughout the year” (CM5-12). Targets 

refers to the number of caseloads of a given office, these may be met in several ways: 

disentitling recipients benefits by reviewing eligibility criteria; moving recipients off of 

OW into the job market via job placements, or part-time work; replacing welfare benefits 

with child support or spousal support payments; termination of outdated files; termination 

of repeated non-compliances cases; investigations into fraudulent cases and termination 

of those deemed non-compliant, etc. Statistics and data mining are the main tools that 

management utilizes to ensure that caseworkers meet their targets while ostensibly 

collecting vast amounts of data on workers’ productivity.
184

 Efficiency and accountability 

are directly implicated in the amount of funding that an OW office receives from the 

province, therefore, business-oriented discourses have become so ubiquitous in the 

legislation, OW reports, the management of caseworkers and workplace culture in 

general. Workers who place caring and the ethics of social work above financial 

accountability find themselves in a difficult situation.  

                                                      

184
 Baines argues that the “operationalization of right wing discourses of accountability has meant that 

workers’ time is dominated by statistic keeping and other forms of documentation” (2006:24). 
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Workers brought to my attention the multiple ways they cope under the neoliberal 

surveillance gaze. Competition amongst workers to keep their caseloads down, 

compromises the time and energy they can devote to recipients. Tom remarked that 

surveilling caseworkers based on targets alone ignores the quality of their work they 

provide to their caseloads. He was discouraged by how quotas and targets were seriously 

reviewed by management, yet the quality of the human interactions with the recipients 

was hardly, if ever, monitored or questioned: 

I have never yet in my almost ten years had a supervisor discuss my service 

plan… Nobody has ever commented. Like, if your caseload gets way out of date, 

they might say something because that’s a number on a report but nobody 

mentors, provides feedback, or talks about the quality of my documentation and 

service planning notes, or whether my PA [Participation Agreement] is filled out 

correctly (CW3-12).   

 

Without a doubt, NPM’s emphasis on statistics and database technology to determine 

eligibility and risk criteria works to surveil the efficiency of frontline caseworkers. 

Joanne described how this occurred in her workplace during Harris’ implementation of 

workfare:  

You had to meet the standards of the office…Here you’re scrambling as it was 

and you have to get your stats in because that’s what they expect of you as a case 

manager…You’ve got funding for jobs, so if you didn’t get enough Participation 

Agreements done then someone in your office might lose a job – that was how 

management funded it (CW6-11).  

 

Joanne noted that workers in her office no longer lose their jobs if they do not meet 

targets, however, very little is known about the extent to which incentives and/or 

disincentives are enforced by management.  
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Tracking workers’ activities to increase efficiency is a strategy that social services 

and the government employ to appear more accountable to the public, and at the same 

time, these practices tend to undermine union strength.
185

 Tom, who was previously 

employed in the not-for-profit sector, was shocked at the style of management and 

restrictions in the OW workplace and the normalization of overt power imbalances 

between himself and recipients he served:    

Well I was kind of shocked. You know, it’s different working in a small 

community agency. I won’t say we had a lot of money to do things but we had 

flexibility. We weren’t governed by any type of legislation or rules other than 

what we put onto ourselves, so coming to the city’s client group was not a 

surprise but the management style here was. The lack of technology was. The 

very restrictive environment because of the legislation and regulations was 

something to get used to... I felt more removed from the client here… because not 

only did I have to do service planning but I had to deal with compliance issues as 

well and everyday living issues. So no matter what I tried to be to the clients they 

would always see me as a person who controlled their money and their life really 

(CW3-12).  

 

Management has gone to unnecessary extremes to monitor workers’ efficiency by 

installing tracking software and devices on their computers and requesting statistics and 

reports to assess productivity.
186

 Yet we should be careful to acknowledge that the 

surveillance of workers by the employer do not carry the same heavy stakes for workers 

as the surveillance conducted on recipients. The social worker is surveiled but their job is 

rarely on the line. By contrast, a recipient could find themselves cut off from benefits as a 

                                                      

185
 Markets are increasingly unregulated, yet, as Dominelli notes, governments are “deeply embroiled in 

regulating the public sector (Jessop, 1990) whether in its service delivery capacities or the public sector 

workforce” (1999: 16).   
186

 Gilliom’s study found that “the welfare surveillance system is as much an effort to watch and control the 

caseworkers as it is to control the clients” (2001: 97). Similarly, Moffatt suggests that “[b]ecause the data 

that the workers collect on clients are under constant review, workers too are being watched from a central 

location within the social assistance office” (Moffatt 1999: 226).   
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result of surveillance. Welfare recipients must also bear the stigma of welfare and 

contend with being constantly watched and scrutinized by their OW caseworkers, other 

social service workers, their neighbours and the general public. Moreover, caseworkers 

are in a position of power over recipients, supervising their finances and therefore 

survival. What the surveillance of workers does suggest, however, is that the downsizing 

of public services has put additional pressure on caseworkers to be “efficient” and 

allocate a significant portion of their time to meet targets and quotas rather than have 

face-to-face meetings with recipients therefore dehumanizing social assistance.  

6.6 Negative Outcomes of NPM and the Surveillance of Ontario Works Caseworkers 

 

Since the introduction of neoliberal welfare reforms in the 1990s, national and 

provincial labour unions representing public workers, such as CUPE, the Ontario Public 

Service Employee Union [OPSEU] and the National Union of Public and General 

Employees, have actively documented workers’ issues concerning new workplace 

technologies and government restructuring. OPSEU was the first union to publicize 

“workplace stress due to downsizing, overwork, and lack of flexibility of work 

processes” (Hennessy and Sawchuk 2003: 320). However, aside from a few reports 

produced by the unions, there have not been substantial academic studies about 

workplace stress, job satisfaction or the health and safety issues of frontline caseworkers 

during the neoliberal overhauls of the welfare apparatus. 

Interviewees for this research revealed many health and safety concerns that 

emerged with the implementation of the NPM and workplace surveillance. Patricia, a 
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frontline caseworker during the 1990s welfare reforms, remembered the increased stress 

and job dissatisfaction that was brought on by the radical technological and legislative 

changes: 

There were people crying in the halls, and it was very, very stressful because up 

until that point in time we did nothing on computers and all of a sudden we were 

doing everything on the computer. Management was taking our hard copy files 

from us… it was very intimidating…The fear that I can’t do it, I’m not going to be 

able to comprehend this, I’m not going to be able to work with this…Some people 

didn’t even know how to type... (CW7-11). 

 

Patricia reveals the serious disempowerment that she and her colleagues felt during the 

restructuring. Workers felt excluded from decision making surrounding the overhaul of 

welfare services and concerns about the future of recipients and caseloads.
187

  

Moreover, working with new technology during restructuring resulted in some 

serious health and safety concerns, including repetitive strain injuries because workers 

were unaccustomed to such high levels of data input. Elaine had been a union steward at 

the time of the reforms and recalled dealing with hundreds of Workplace Safety and 

Insurance Board (WSIB) claims, “the city tried to argue it and fight it and say it wasn’t 

work related but neck, shoulder and hand injuries were clearly the result of a changing 

work environment” (CW1-11). Additionally, CUPE has identified burnout, compassion 

fatigue and stress as workplace health and safety concerns declaring that “[u]nrealistic 

                                                      

187
 Ben Carniol’s (2005) research on social services and social justice in Canada also highlights the 

immense powerlessness that new workers feel when they enter the social work profession: “Given the 

squeeze on frontline service providers, it appears that the job of social work is being granted professional 

status only in a symbolic sense. In this context anyone attempting to do advocacy work finds that it is not 

an easy route to follow” (100). Thomas and Davis’s (2005) study interviewed public social workers in the 

U.K. and comparably found that “social work managers emphasize the loss of professional discretion and 

the privileging of compliance procedures over a more intuitive and flexible approach” (690).  
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caseload expectations may lead to worker burnout, compassion fatigue, and stress related 

leave” (2012: 16).    

Compassion fatigue,
188

 vicarious trauma or secondary traumatic stress
189

 and 

burnout are just some of the mental health concerns affecting frontline caseworkers who 

assist those labelled as high needs and/or trauma victims on a daily basis. Hearing 

countless stories of poverty, violence, health issues, poor housing conditions, 

discrimination, loss of jobs/layoffs, frustrations and trauma significantly affects the 

workers and, unless they take care of their mental health, it can be debilitating both 

physically and mentally (Bride, Radey and Figley 2007; Figley 1995; Sabo 2011; Sprang, 

Carlton and Clark 2011). Norah commented that compassion fatigue is “a fairly new 

term…our whole office is a...huge example of compassion fatigue because all you do 

here day in, and day out…you can’t imagine the stories… and these people are living 

this. They’re not making it up; they’re not lies!” (ECW2-11). Workers often spoke of 

compassion fatigue in relation to their peers who have given up hope of helping 

recipients. Compassion fatigue also stems from workers having to continually say “no” to 

                                                      

188
 Compassion fatigue refers to the gradual weakening of compassion or caring over time, a persistent 

negative outlook, feelings of hopelessness and even a resistance to helping those in need (Sabo 2011; 

Figley 1995). According to Charles Figley (1995), an expert in the field of traumatic stress studies, 

compassion fatigue is defined as the “natural consequent behaviours and emotions resulting from knowing 

about a traumatizing event experienced by a significant other – the stress resulting from helping, or wanting 

to help, a traumatized or suffering person” (7). An individual’s capacity to be empathetic “is considered to 

be central to compassion fatigue” (Sabo 2011:3).  
189

 Studies show that social workers have a high rate of professional contact with traumatized populations 

(Bride 2007; Sprang et al. 2011; Bride et al. 2007). Vicarious trauma [VT], similar to secondary traumatic 

stress [STS], is specific to trauma workers who have an empathetic engagement with their clients’ stories of 

trauma; it has been declared as an occupational hazard among trauma workers (ibid). Recently, compassion 

fatigue has been used as a less stigmatizing way of describing STS and VT symptoms among social 

workers and clinicians (Sprang et al. 2011: 151; Bride et al. 2007). VT has symptoms similar to direct 

trauma but may be experienced less intensely (Bride 2007).  
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recipients because of bureaucratic barriers, automated features and eligibility rules. 

Elaine said it is “very difficult and very stressful to have to continually say no and watch 

the hardship of the people day after day after day because we knew he’d [Harris] never 

change. You know he wasn’t prepared to change the rates” (CW1-11).  

Burnout is another mental health concern raised by caseworkers. Joanne exclaimed 

that the workplace is “very stressful at times” often due to overwhelming feelings of 

helplessness and disempowerment (CW6-11). Caseworkers cited using up their sick days 

and high numbers of stress leaves because of “compassion fatigue syndrome... They’re 

definitely bordering on the amber-slash-red zone almost every day” (Kim CW9-12). 

Burnout is often accompanied by feelings of being overwhelmed and disempowered that 

make basic, everyday tasks daunting, let alone working with a crisis population and 

facing the constant changes in policy and technology in the workplace. “I think our 

biggest stresses in this field comes from change,” said Norah (ECW2-11). She was 

candid with me about the problems in her office despite her upbeat demeanour and desire 

to help her clients. And she was sympathetic towards her colleagues who have developed 

Post Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD) because of their frontline work: 

We do a lot of band aid stuff here in this office…to try and make it work for the 

clients … and we know the bad PR out there... If they could only walk a day in our 

shoes we got people here with post-traumatic stress from listening to these stories 

day-in and day-out…that’s all we hear…I couldn’t live that life! (ECW2-11)  

 

The intense disconnect between wanting to help but having to follow rules that all too 

often impeded their ability to help recipients was cited by many as a source of infuriation, 

anxiety and burnout. Patricia said, “it [welfare reform] was devastating…we had people 
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in tears and people yelling at us, ‘how could you do this!?’ It’s not me, it’s the 

legislation…” She contended that the government is “not going to listen to us as far as 

frontline workers… they just arbitrarily make these changes… it’s been tough over the 

years” (Patricia CW7-11, emphasis original).
190

  

Caseworkers cited a wide range of issues that affect their job satisfaction: 

overwork, reforms, changing technology, inadequate training models, mental health 

concerns (burnout, lack of morale, compassion fatigue, PTSD), and a general lack of 

autonomy and decision making.
191

 They felt “caught” in a system where their voices were 

silenced and marginalized. They conveyed that they would like to have more input on the 

policy decisions. Recently, in 2014 the government introduced a new technology 

(SAMS) to replace the outdated SDMT, and as I will discuss in more depth in Chapter 9, 

caseworkers are speaking out yet are unsure if their concerns are taken seriously. Many 

caseworkers revealed that the processes of surveilling and being surveilled was taking its 

toll on their physical and mental wellbeing.  

6.7 Conclusion  

 

Caseworkers have struggled to challenge and resist the neoliberal management 

practices that have reorganized their workplace. This chapter has shown that whether 

underscored in the legislation, manifested in the hierarchical and bureaucratic divisions in 

                                                      

190
 The women I interviewed were far more candid about mental health concerns in their workplace, 

whereas the men I interviewed did not disclose their personal struggles with stress and overwork, nor those 

of their colleagues. 
191

 Also see Sabo (2011).  
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the workplace, or implicit in various training initiatives, caseworkers are positioned as 

both agents and objects of neoliberal welfare surveillance. The in-depth interviews with 

nine Ontario Works caseworkers brought together three main subjective experiences that 

defined approaches to casework: social work ethics of care, complicit financial advisor, 

and authoritarian overseer. These subjectivities are fluid and complex, shifting depending 

on an individual caseworker’s mood, their unit supervisor, levels of workplace stress and 

overall job satisfaction. As caseworkers have responded to increased surveillance 

measures and the impacts of New Public Management, their ideological outlooks have 

been challenged and, in many instances, their physical and mental health compromised.  

Most profoundly, the culture of surveillance in the welfare office impacted them all and 

they were all implicated within it.  

This chapter supports Dominelli’s claim that the ethics of social work is 

threatened by neoliberalism: “The ethics of public service and a concern for the greater 

good have been replaced by commercial common sense aimed at providing a contracted 

service to those who are entitled to receive it” (1999: 18). Ontario Works caseworker’s 

perspectives have been largely overlooked within welfare literatures; I argue that it is 

important to understand how powerful and insidious neoliberal discourse (and practice) 

is. All of the caseworkers I interviewed had unique experiences in their workplace but 

they all clearly communicated one thing to me: the current system is “broken” and 

unnecessarily punitive towards recipients, social work has been dehumanized, and OW 

requires significant reform. For social activists and welfare scholars seeking to challenge 

the neoliberal turn, finding ways to encourage and challenge social workers to expand 
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their singular and collective moments of defiance is a critical step towards dismantling an 

inhumane system.  
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Chapter 7 Welfare Surveillance and Mothering on the Margins: Life 

under the Watchful Eye of Ontario Works   

7.1 Introduction  

 

 “I’m completely opposed….Instead of the whole belief that you’re innocent until 

proven guilty…it’s a system where they’re out to prove you guilty,” says Marie, a single 

mother of one, about welfare surveillance (KSM11-11). Marie, also a grandmother in her 

fifties, had relied on OW for years before Ontario Disability Supports Program (ODSP) 

finally accepted her application. She struggled as a single mother under the PC Harris 

welfare reforms, resorting to stealing vegetables from neighbourhood gardens to ensure 

her daughter had nutritious food to eat. Her resilience and critique of both the welfare 

state and surveillance powerfully encapsulate the feelings of many mothers who have 

encountered the callous and accusatory nature of Ontario’s social assistance programs.  

To truly appreciate the effects of neoliberal surveillance measures, it is essential 

to place the voices of welfare recipients at the centre of the narrative. Their narratives 

emphasize the dehumanizing experiences of OW’s constant surveillance, inadequate 

benefits and workfare demands, and the negative impacts these pressures have on their 

ability to mother their own children. Their stories also reveal how supposedly race- and 

gender-neutral neoliberal policies do not bring about greater equality but instead 

exacerbate the oppression of those on the economic margins of society. OW recipients’ 

encounters with OW are illuminated by employing an intersectional analysis (Dua 1999; 

Collins 1990; Rezai-Rashti 2001) which exposes the false universalism and reductionist 
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nature of neoliberal thought by highlighting the way overlapping social locations and 

identities such as race, class, ethnicity, ability, age, gender and sexuality configure the 

ways in which single mothers are treated by and respond to Ontario’s welfare system. 

 This chapter’s insights are drawn from eighteen in-depth, open-ended interviews 

with single mothers in Kingston (7), Peterborough (5) and Toronto (6) in 2011–2012 (see 

Table 1 for their socio-demographic details).
 192

 Ten of the single mothers were white, 

five were Black, two identified as Aboriginal and one identified as Portuguese. The 

majority of interviewees were receiving OW (13) and 5 were receiving ODSP (27 

percent). Almost half of the single mothers (8) had left abusive partners (see Table 2).  

What factors impact single mothers’ relationships with OW caseworkers? In what 

ways do they experience surveillance? What documentation and proof must single 

mothers provide to access social assistance? Do single mothers feel that their finances 

and personal spending are regulated? How have the Spouse in the House rules impacted 

single mothers’ relationships with their ex-partners and their independence and freedom 

as parents? Do single mothers on assistance feel that their reproductive rights and 

sexuality are regulated and subject to interrogation? To begin to answer these questions, 

this chapter walks us through recipients’ day-to-day encounters with their caseworkers 

before delving into the ways automated neoliberal surveillance colour these interactions, 

often to the point of dehumanizing those seeking state welfare. Single mothers, like 

Marie, felt that the neoliberal surveillance measures cast a suspicion of guilt over a) their 

financial lives (spending habits, finances, work) and b) over personal life choices 

                                                      

192
 See Appendix C for full biographies of the participants. 
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(sexuality, relationships, parenting, reproduction). No single mother on OW is immune 

from the financial and moral regulation of the neoliberal welfare state.   

7.2 Relationships with Ontario Works Caseworkers Contaminated by Welfare 

Surveillance 

 

The relationship between single mothers on assistance and their OW caseworkers 

lies at the heart of single mothers frustrations with the welfare surveillance apparatus. 

Many of us have found ourselves in situations where we must deal with a bureaucrat 

(applying for a new health card, passport, student loan, a new apartment, etc.) but few of 

us would feel that the power of the state determines our very survival. With over 800 

rules governing an OW recipients’ relationship with their caseworkers, as well as ongoing 

surveillance and mandatory workfare activities, the power imbalance between them is 

stark. Deb Matthews, M.P.P. and the then parliamentary assistant to the Minister of 

Community and Social Services, described the bureaucratic obstructions of OW:  

There are now approximately 800 rules and regulations that must be applied 

before a client’s eligibility and the amount of their monthly cheque can be 

determined. Many of those rules are punitive and designed not to support people, 

but rather to keep them out of the system. Because there are so many rules, they 

are expensive to administer and often applied inconsistently from one caseworker 

to another, even within the same office. Further, the rules are so complicated that 

they are virtually impossible to communicate to clients, and it takes years to train 

a caseworker (Matthews 2004: 25, emphasis added).   
 

Evidently, the OW system itself is designed in such a way that disentitles, surveils and 

regulates recipients. Realistically, a single mother’s only point of interaction with the 

system, and therefore her only opportunity to work out issues within it, is through her 

caseworker. Consequently, recipients often perceive their caseworker as the primary 
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source of frustration because they feel that the caseworker is purposefully doing harm to 

them or is personally responsible for enforcing surveillance and regulation because, as 

Matthews suggests, there are significant inconsistencies in how caseworkers “interpret” 

the complex rules and legislation.  

While some single mothers may not be aware of the extensive new technologies 

of surveillance implemented under Harris’s welfare reforms 20 years ago, their stories 

about their caseworkers and OW generally were abundant with examples of feeling 

watched and scrutinized by their caseworkers. At times these uncomfortable interactions 

included classist, racist and sexist remarks from their caseworkers. In the accounts that 

follow, recipients detail their preparations for meetings; the cold, institutional settings 

where they meet their caseworkers; the forms they must sign; as well as the patronizing 

questions they may encounter. Following their interrogations, recipients endure ongoing 

judgement from their caseworkers and are often denied access to schools and professional 

development, restricted from leaving the province, and refused dietary needs and 

discretionary benefits. Mothers’ personal encounters with surveillance from their 

caseworkers uncovers the extent to which caseworkers are empowered to demand 

documents, bank records and letters from third parties to prove the deservedness of 

recipients. Single mothers related the different ways that they felt dehumanized in their 

relationships with their caseworker and how threats of suspended benefits, surveillance 

and investigations are constantly wielded against them. Finally, the sexual and 

reproductive regulation of their bodies adds to the daily trials of a single mother on 
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assistance; this has proven to be one of the most degrading and insulting ways that they 

experience surveillance by welfare authorities.  

Single mothers highlighted the following issues as the foremost sources of 

dissatisfaction and obstructions to productive and positive relationships with OW 

caseworkers: a lack of autonomy in deciding what kind of schooling, job readiness 

programs, and job placements in which they would like to participate; feeling belittled, 

stereotyped (by their race, gender, class, history of violence, mental health and age) and 

judged by their caseworker regarding all aspects of their personal lives; an invasion of 

their personal spending habits, budgets and bank records; excessive requests for 

documentation, information sharing and unclear explanations of how to fulfill 

bureaucratic expectations and rules; inappropriate questioning from workers about 

decisions to have more children or to go to term with unexpected pregnancies; and 

regulations around sexuality, dating and relationships under Spouse in the House rules.  

7.2.1 Encounters with Ontario Works Caseworkers 

 

Single mothers on assistance had complicated relationships with their 

caseworkers, which were strained by a lack of trust, and a culture of compliance, 

judgement and economic dependency. Because most women had been assigned multiple 

caseworkers over the duration of their time on OW, they had mixed experiences. Often, at 

the beginning of my interviews mothers would say that they “didn’t have any problems” 

with their current worker. This occurred for several reasons but two stand out: first, we 

had not yet established trust and the women felt that they could not be honest with me; 
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second, they actually had a good worker or had had one in the past. All of the mothers, 

even those who were the most critical of the welfare system, acknowledged the 

caseworkers who had assisted them and treated them with respect and kindness. Some, 

like Sylvia, who had a terrible relationship with her worker, believed that her caseworker 

was just “doing her job” (TSM6-12). Chantal had developed a deep friendship with her 

caseworker and was able to confide her journey of recovery and because she trusted her 

to not report her to the Children’s Aid Society. “She spoke to me as a mother, not as a 

caseworker…I let my guard down and so did she. Then we laughed. I walked out of there 

feeling really good, which is cool! I like her and she sees another part of me” (TSM8-12). 

Other mothers noted: 

“We would also like to hear from their side too. It’s not just a one-sided problem. 

It’s everybody’s problem” (Tara TSM3-12).  

 

“She knows it’s hard out there and she’s a single mom too; she has two of her 

own children” (Chantal TSM8-12).  

 

“She’s pretty nice. I’ve had a few good caseworkers along the way” (Marie 

KSM11-11). 

 

“She was more willing to bend the rules….they do think outside the 

box….They’ve got what is it, 800  policies they have to follow?…That’s a 

ridiculous number to try and stay on top of….Short of telling them when they can 

blink, they’re told everything else” (Jane KSM12-11).  

 

“I had one caseworker that was pretty good, I remember, who tried to help us as 

much as she could” (Julia KSM17-11).  

 

“The lady that I originally had, she was extremely nice” (Barb PSM10-12).  

 

“Yeah, she was nice… 'cause I was really, really depressed and was drinking a lot 

and she got me out of it” (Lauren TSM7-12).  
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While almost all single mothers reported that there are “good,” “nice,” “caring” 

and “helpful” caseworkers, it became apparent that they have little control over which 

worker is assigned to them and they had few resources and little autonomy to negotiate 

relationships with the “bad workers.” The problem, of course, is not even about the 

quality of one’s caseworker but that the system is designed to discourage lasting 

relationships to form between workers and those they assist. The likely result then is that 

these women will encounter a caseworker who is less understanding of their situation and 

will not advocate for them. It also means that it is less probable that recipients can foster 

a meaningful and trusting relationship with their caseworker because they have no idea 

when they will be transferred to a new caseworker. The following examples illustrate 

some of the recurring altercations with caseworkers that recipients have had to manage.  

The scrutiny that welfare mothers feel from their caseworkers begins before they 

even step into the office. Marie, a white single mother referred to her meetings with her 

caseworker as “inspections” and worried about “passing” her inspection to maintain her 

monthly benefits (KSM11-11). Marie was not alone; other mothers described similar 

stress before attending meetings. This stress included fretting about what to wear, what 

their physical appearance revealed about them as mothers and whether or not to bring 

along their children (that is, if they had the option of a babysitter). Lauren, a second 

generation Portuguese single mother, recalled an unsettling encounter with her 

caseworker: 

No you can’t dress up nice because they will think that you have too much 

money….China Town sells those little Louis Vuitton purses for ten dollars. I’ll 

buy one, but I can’t bring that with me….They’re on you; they watch every little 
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thing and look at everything that you got. If they think you have something that 

you shouldn’t have because you’re on assistance, they’ll tell you to sell it. And 

that’s unfair (TSM7-12).  

 

Lauren was outraged by a caseworker who “told me…if you’re hungry, sell your 

necklace,” she was horrified that they asked her to sell something that her mother had 

given her as a gift (ibid). Clearly, the value recipients place on their personal property 

goes far beyond the money they might receive at a pawnshop or on Kijiji. Marie and 

Lauren’s experiences show us that recipients often feel the need to hide what little 

resources they have for fear of losing their benefits and that items of small and personal 

value might be taken from them.  

After preparing themselves for inspection by removing jewelry and wearing drab 

clothing, they enter an office that is institutional, cold and unwelcoming. Women 

described the intake rooms as “cubes,” “cells” and “boxes.” In Kingston and 

Peterborough, there is hardly enough space in these rooms for two chairs sitting side-by-

side facing the caseworker’s desk. There are no decorations or pictures on the walls, no 

personal items on the desk except for a desktop computer for data input. Mothers are 

discouraged from bringing their children because there is neither room for a stroller nor a 

play area for their kids.
193

 The lack of physical space seems deliberate and the cell-like 

rooms perpetuate the linkage between social assistance and criminality making the 

welfare office feel like a jail. Additionally, there is no childcare on site, an obvious 

                                                      

193
 I received a tour of the Kingston office, where intake rooms were set up with a door at the back of the 

room and a desk separating the worker and client. It felt very institutional, impersonal and cold. Managers 

at Toronto offices said they were moving towards “desk side” offices that were less cell-like and more 

welcoming.  
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barrier for mothers who cannot afford a babysitter or want to protect their children from 

witnessing the degrading experience of the inspection. Recalling that sole support parent 

caseloads were the second highest caseload demographic in the fall of 2014 (74, 771)
194

 

and that 94 percent of sole support parents are single mothers,
195

 why does OW continue 

to neglect to provide childcare on their premises? Emma, an Aboriginal single mother, 

was fortunate that her mother was able to look after her son while she was at 

appointments to shield him from the negative experience and stigmatization of the 

welfare office. She said, “I hate going down there…my mom keeps my son for me.…I 

just don’t want my kids to see that….I don’t want my three year old growing up knowing 

that’s where mom had to go to get food…it’s very hard” (KSM1-11). Once seated, 

recipients face a barrage of questions as caseworkers input their personal data into the 

Service Delivery Model Technology/Social Assistance Management Software database 

and amalgamate the information for risk criteria while initiating third-party checks 

(Canada Tax Revenue Agency, Equifax, Immigration Canada and so on).
196

 The checked 

electronic boxes decontextualize the women’s complex life stories and obscure their 

precarious situations as they are reduced to algorithms.  

The intake interview requires recipients to sign a freedom of information (FIPPA) 

and rights and responsibilities form. This document grants release of all their personal 

information to Ontario Works as well as to third parties (to verify identity and assets). It 

also signifies that the recipient will comply with the Participation Agreements. Recipients 

                                                      

194
 Ontario Social Assistance Monthly Statistical Report September 2014.  

195
 Email correspondence with OW statistics and analysis unit December 2014.  

196
 See Chapter 5 for more details on third-party checks. 
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are then asked to sign a “Rights and Responsibilities” contract that includes far more 

responsibilities than individual rights.
197

 Mothers identified this exchange of information 

as one-sided. Barb, a white single mother exclaimed, “they give you this great big long 

form that you have to sign… they say it’s their rights and responsibilities too but if you 

read that form, it’s all about the client!” (PSM10-12, emphasis original). Moreover, 

women complained that these two forms explained very little about what benefits and 

entitlements were available to them (e.g. discretionary benefits, programming, site 

resources, information for women leaving domestic violence etc.), leaving them feeling 

uninformed and powerless. This same pattern was reported by mothers who struggled to 

meet all of the eligibility mandates while being uninformed about all of the options 

available to them. Knowledge sharing is clearly not a priority of OW as recipients are left 

largely uniformed about the program while they are simultaneously expected to submit 

substantial amounts of personal information and documentation. Chantal, a Black single 

mother, felt the lack of information demonstrated a “power struggle” between 

caseworkers and recipients, “I used to say to my caseworker that you don’t realize that 

we see you in a position of power. You’re the one who sends me my cheque. You’re the 

one who gives me the money” (TSM8-12).  

During questioning, mothers exposed that some caseworkers behaved in 

authoritarian and patronizing ways that belittled them. All of the single mothers reported 

this issue; racialized and young single mothers struggled with patronizing caseworkers, 

                                                      

197
 The MCSS asserts that “[t]he Ontario Works program strives to balance client needs with individual 

responsibility” (MCSS 2012). See Appendix F for the MCSS’ Rights and Responsibilities document.  
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while Aboriginal mothers noted how caseworkers made them feel as though they were 

lying all the time. “You feel like your own mother doesn’t keep as much tabs on you as 

they do…I’m 44 years old,” Tara, a Black single mother said (TSM5-12). Unfortunately, 

even the mothers who had a good caseworker had had at least one negative interaction 

that made them feel a range of negative emotions unique to their experience, including 

feeling that they were undeserving, guilty, immoral, criminally suspect, untrustworthy, 

lazy, or weak. Generally speaking, they were made to feel like “bad mothers.” Overall, 

they felt powerless to advocate on their own behalf. For instance, Annie, a white mother 

on ODSP who recently reunited with her ex-partner, saw herself “like a puppet on a 

string” because “you can’t do nothing, you can’t change any of it…. They have all the 

control…the governments decide where you live and if you eat that day or not” (PSM16-

12). Sisters Diane and Annie, who were interviewed together, said they felt that welfare 

was “violating,” as though “you’re not in control of your own life; somebody’s 

controlling whether you eat or whether you pay your rent – whether your daughter gets a 

new pair of shoes or not” (Diane PSM15-12). Diane, a single white mother, argued that 

caseworkers often try to “play God and control other people’s lives,” wondering how her 

caseworker was able to sleep at night knowing that recipients, including herself, were 

going hungry (ibid). Conversely, Danielle a young white single mother who had left an 

abusive situation indicated that many caseworkers hid behind management and “the 

system,” claiming that as caseworkers they could not “play God.” She said, “they don’t 

listen, they don’t care. They just say ‘this is what we’re told to do and we can’t help you. 

I’m sorry but our boss is higher than me telling me that I can’t help you’” (PSM9-12).  
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Some recipients sensed that some caseworkers took their requests for aid 

personally and were quick to make judgements about them. They described caseworkers 

who postured as though they were taking money out of their own pockets when granting 

them financial benefits, signaling that welfare is a privilege granted by overseers not a 

fundamental human right. For instance, Marie said, “their attitude…really made me feel 

like they were giving me their money, like their own personal money. As though they 

shouldn’t give me it and that I shouldn’t be able to have pizza once in a while... It’s like 

you’re living under their thumb” (KSM11-11, emphasis original). Aboriginal single 

mothers, Julia and Emma echoed this sentiment, calling attention to the gender, class and 

race tensions between welfare recipients and overseers: “You’re fighting for every little 

cent…they make you feel like you’re a low life; it’s like you’re a lower class” (Julia 

KSM17-11). Emma felt disparaged in her interactions with caseworkers who “judged” 

her impoverished circumstances. She explained, “It almost feels like when you’re going 

into their office that they’re reaching into their pockets and saying ‘oh my God, another 

hundred dollars for you!’” (KSM1-11, emphasis original). Despite feeling humiliated, 

Emma wanted to challenge her caseworker’s patronizing attitude by telling her, “like 

slow down and sit back… ‘cause it is not coming from your pocket…it’s coming from 

the government’s pocket, tryin’ to help the people” (ibid). Such power imbalances based 

on race, gender and class discrimination limit welfare recipients’ capacity to enter into a 

more equitable and dignified relationship with their caseworkers.  

 Nowhere is this more obvious than caseworker responses to specific requests for 

schooling and upgrading, professional development, mobility (travelling) and 
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discretionary benefits. While Ontario Works promises to help individuals realize their full 

potential through their workfare policies enacted through Participation Agreements, too 

often the choices that are offered limit rather than increase options beyond a precarious 

poorly paid job in the service sector with no benefits. The single mothers in this study all 

had very different experiences with workfare in Ontario Works and it is impossible to 

generalize their experiences. As well, some of the women had received OW decades ago 

and now were receiving ODSP, or had moved onto full time employment. Here I touch 

on some of the different ways that they were obliged to meet OW workfare requirements 

in their Participation Agreements in order to receive their financial benefits.  

When Jane a white single mother was receiving OW, she worked part-time as a 

bus driver, reporting all of her income on her monthly income statements. She was unable 

to receive adequate subsidized childcare that met her unusual work hours and she had to 

resign. She then volunteered on an anti-poverty board taking on small contract work and 

continuing to report any income to OW. Jane was asked to continue to look for full time 

work, but was not interested in working at a call center or as a personal support worker, 

the two options she was given by her caseworker. Chantal, a Black single mother, 

struggled with addiction issues for much of her adult life and was unable to hold a job 

during that period. However, since she has been in recovery she got involved in a 

program with Voices from the Street that provided a small honorarium while she 

upgraded her high school diploma. She then enrolled in college part-time and continued 

to receive OW benefits and when she was asked to do small public speaking opportunities 

for which she received a small honorarium she diligently reported this income to OW. 



 

300 

 

 

 

Ironically, most of her speaking engagements were for workshops designed to educate 

OW caseworkers.  

When I met with Julia, she was enrolled in upgrading and literacy classes as a 

condition of her Participation Agreement. She also volunteered with an Aboriginal 

women’s survivor group, yet OW did not recognize this as actual “work.” Claire, a single 

mother of colour, is receiving ODSP and works part-time as an advocate for low income 

housing in her community; she reports all earnings to her caseworker. She also does a lot 

of volunteering which is not considered work. As a condition of her OW benefits, Emma 

attends community parenting programs are overseen by the Children’s Aid Society. She 

is unable to find work because she has not completed her high school diploma. When 

Marie was on welfare she worked under the table as a waitress and bartender and did not 

claim her earnings. This was before the OWA 1997 welfare reforms and there was some 

grey area about reporting additional income. She volunteers a lot of her time with anti-

poverty groups and currently receives ODSP. Janice, a young Black single mother is 

completing her last year of high school while caring for her infant. Janice provides free 

childcare for her extended family, but has been told by OW that she should charge for her 

services. Additionally, OW has asked her to work during the summer months when she is 

not in school even though she said she is unable to because she has an infant and the 

summer months are a time when her relatives need the most help with childcare.  

Lauren, a Portuguese single mother of a biracial son, has never finished high 

school and due to significant trauma from childhood abuse is unable to work. She is a full 

time caregiver for her mother who has dementia. Lauren has not been asked to perform 
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any workfare duties due to her mental health issues. Tara, a Black single mother has been 

repeatedly denied requests to enter into a college travel agent program; instead her 

caseworker enrolled her in computer classes even though she has no interest in the 

program. She has health problems and her medical bills are not fully covered by OW drug 

benefits; for this reason she works under the table part time cleaning and does not report 

this income to OW. Megan, a white single mother who had left an abusive relationship, 

has been employed in the social work field and went on assistance when she was living in 

a shelter. Her caseworker did not believe that she would find work as quickly as she did 

and requested documentation from Megan’s employer to prove that she was working as a 

condition to end her OW benefits. Young white single mother Danielle has a child under 

school age and although she has requested to be enrolled in upgrading to finish high 

school, her caseworker has repeatedly denied her requests. Consequently she is exempt 

from workfare. Fiona, also a young single white mother, has four young children and is 

exempt from workfare requirements until they are all school age. Gloria, a white single 

grandmother and foster parent to her nephew, babysits from her home and claims all of 

her income to OW.  She thinks that OW takes too much off of her babysitting income. 

Diane, a white single mother of one, has always worked full time in the service sector. 

She took time off work and went on EI when she had her first baby; however when her 

partner left her and her EI ran out she had to apply for OW. Days after she had given 

birth, her caseworker told her that she should be looking for employment. Currently, 

Diane works part-time as a cashier and reports all income to OW, she often misses the 

deadlines for her income statements and is harassed by her worker to report all earnings.   
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Annie a white single mother, currently lives with her partner and they both collect 

ODSP.  When she was a single mother on OW she completed the personal support worker 

program, however due to serious health issues and a lack of transportation to get to work 

(a prerequisite for personal support workers), Annie is unable to work despite her desire 

to do so.  Sylvia, a Black single mother of three, is trying to finish her upgrading so that 

she can find a job. She has completed a Food Handler’s course and spends a majority of 

her time caring for her three daughters who have a host of medical issues. Her main 

concern about leaving OW is the loss of her drug card and benefits which are essential for 

the health and wellbeing of her children. Lastly, Barb, a white single mother of three, 

whose story I elaborate on in more detail below, has completed one year of college. After 

leaving an abusive situation she developed PTSD and eventually was reassigned to ODSP 

benefits and therefore is not obliged to participate in the workfare program. From the 

above descriptions it is obvious that aside from a small minority, most single mothers, 

regardless of age, race, ability, work experience or family backgrounds do work, even 

when the work that they perform (childcare, care work, volunteering, helping others etc.) 

is not recognized by Ontario Works workfare mandates. These examples shatter the 

misconception that welfare recipients are lazy and do not want to work.  

Barb spoke freely of her dissatisfaction with OW, specifically about how 

bureaucratic obstacles discouraged her from enrolling in post-secondary education  

because she was prevented from receiving student loans while being on social 
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assistance.
198

 Her caseworker also said it would be impractical for her to go to school 

while she was pregnant even though Barb was healthy and felt completely able to attend 

classes. Welfare should not force pregnant women to work or go to school, but at the 

same time, they should not discriminate based on sexist assumptions about women’s 

mental and physical abilities during pregnancy.  Barb explained, “then I got pregnant 

with him and they said, ‘well you know you’ve got so much going on; come back when 

you’re ready again’” (PSM10-12). Many of the funding rules with OW and other granting 

agencies stipulate that they will not pay for upgrading or schooling (even online courses) 

unless recipients are enrolled full-time, which is unattainable for many single parents, 

women in the later stages of pregnancy, those who are working part-time or who work 

irregular hours, and those with outstanding student loan debt. A majority of the single 

mothers interviewed had goals and aspirations to go back to school and upgrade their 

skills while some were ready for college and university programs. They related dreams of 

becoming a travel agent, for instance, or a nurse, a counsellor, a chef, a social worker or a 

personal support worker. Interestingly, a majority of single mothers aspired to helping or 

social work professions with the hope of “giving back” and achieving middle-class status 

and benefits at the same time. Tara’s caseworker, for instance, repeatedly denied her life-

long dream to enter a travel agent program (TSM5-12). With few options, Tara had to 

                                                      

198
 Previous to the OWA 1997, single parents could receive OW and provincial student loans (such as the 

Ontario Student Assistance Program [OSAP]) to cover the costs of their schooling; however this policy 

was revoked during Harris’ welfare reforms (see Chapter 4). Julie Vaillancourt’s investigation of workfare 

in Ontario highlights the educational barriers that are imposed by OW; findings from her qualitative in-

depth interviews found that recipients were discouraged from attending higher education or from seeking 

further credentialization (2010: 61). Obtaining a college diploma is discouraged, impeding recipients’ 

capacity to improve their credentials and obtain permanent good jobs (ibid: 25).  
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resort to under-the-table work as a shift work cleaner to pay her bills. Without any 

credentials Tara faced discrimination in the labour market as a woman of colour, as a 

single mother, and as a welfare recipient. Despite OW’s focus on employability and 

moving women into the job market and off of welfare, in practice, funding rules often 

rule out options for women that may actually lift them out of poverty.  As such, many 

have to return to welfare because they have not been able to secure permanent jobs that 

pay a living wage and provide benefits.  

Ironically, while OW’s mandate is to siphon recipients into workfare programs 

(by upgrading their schooling, volunteering or job placements), some women were 

prohibited from pursuing professional development. At the young age of twenty-five, 

Danielle, a single mother of one, was determined to finish Grade 12 and receive her high 

school diploma. However, Danielle’s caseworker overtly discouraged her from finishing 

high school because Danielle’s daughter was under school age, which exempted her from 

workfare requirements (upgrading in her case). As well, the caseworker discouraged her 

because Danielle’s child support agreement with her ex-husband had not been finalized. 

“Instead of having a support order agreement from my ex…why can’t you give me a 

chance to go to school? Why can’t you pay for daycare?” she asked her caseworker 

(KSM9-11). Danielle’s caseworker failed to mention the Learning, Earning and Parenting 

Program that assists young parents to finish high school (OW DIR 8.2).
199

 Unable to 

                                                      

199
 Lea Caragata’s (2003) research on the gendered and racialized impacts of neoliberalism and 

globalization is useful here. Noting the detrimental consequences of gendered workfare policies, Caragata 

considers the difficulties faced by low income women once they do find employment including the 

challenges of balancing multiple precarious jobs, navigating public transit and the lack of affordable and 

accessible childcare: “[c]hildcare, an issue for any working parent, becomes highly problematic with the 
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move forward with her education and a future that could have secure work, Danielle fell 

into a severe depression, feeling isolated and stuck.
200

 On the other hand, some mothers 

were coerced into workfare programs soon after giving birth. As Diane disclosed, “well, 

when I first had Nicole…we had to wait for EI to come in and our maternity and all of 

that, so we applied for Ontario Works together…my daughter was what, 4–5 days old? I 

still had stitches in my crotch and the lady tried to tell me that I had to start looking for 

work immediately!” (PSM15-12). These two examples demonstrate the striking 

differences among caseworkers in relation to mothering and workfare mandates. In some 

cases mothering is treated as the primary role and responsibility of the recipient (young 

white mothers), while in Diane’s case, mothering was treated as secondary to workfare 

requirements and employability. In both cases, the mother’s “choice” was vetoed by the 

caseworker’s decision and the value of “mothering” over paid labour was unilaterally 

decided by the state.  

Recipients’ mobility restrictions often extend beyond the confines of the home. In 

fact, recipients complained that they are not allowed to leave the province of Ontario for 

                                                                                                                                                              

segmented and irregular work hours associated with part time work. Lack of accessible child are 

arrangements puts children at risk (for which society blames the mothers)...” (2003: 564-565). Many of the 

women I interviewed were highly sensitive to this double standard.  
200

 In some ways, Danielle’s case is reminiscent of the tragic case of Kimberly Rodgers in 2001. At eight 

months pregnant, Kimberly was convicted of welfare fraud because she was receiving welfare and Ontario 

Student Loans at the same time. Kimberly was trying to better her life and was top of her class at Cambrian 

College in a social services program. However, she faced tough penalties for welfare fraud, was placed 

under house arrest and her benefits were suspended, leaving her with no income to survive. She pled guilty 

to fraud and was ordered to pay $13,372.67, was placed under house arrest and was banned from receiving 

assistance under zero-tolerance policies (Brooks 2002). Eventually her benefits were reinstated, however, 

because the rates are so low and she was forced to remain in her home, she had little access to community 

resources that could help her survive. On a particularly hot summer day in 2001, Kimberly and her unborn 

baby tragically passed away in her apartment from an overdose of drugs (ibid). The Coroner’s Inquest 

determined it was a suicide.  



 

306 

 

 

 

“any period” without permission from their caseworkers.
201

 The potential to move and 

travel is important for mental health and wellbeing, but it is a right denied to the most 

marginalized people in Ontario. Vacations, visiting family and exploring job options in 

other provinces should be available to OW recipients without threats of surveillance. Tara 

was “quite shocked” at the extent to which a friend of hers was questioned by a 

caseworker regarding a trip to visit family. The worker interrogated the woman, asking 

her questions about “how was she paying for the ticket and what transportation she was 

going on, if it was plane, train or bus…and they wanted to see her ticket….They wanted 

to know who sent the ticket for her” (TSM5-12). Similarly, Heather, a white, queer 

ODSP recipient who uses a wheelchair and under ODSP rules is permitted an escort for 

travelling. She arranged for a friend who happened to be a recipient of OW to accompany 

her on an out-of-province trip; both women were accused of breaking OW protocol. 

Heather received “a nasty phone call from an OW worker…who said to me ‘it was just 

stated in someone’s Ontario Works file that you were going out of the province on 

vacation’ and I said ‘yes my vacation was less than four weeks so I’m allowed to be out 

of the province for that period.’ And she continued to berate me…but I thought this is 

ridiculous; it was surveillance” (TA2-12).  Heather was deeply troubled that OW and 

ODSP distributed personal information (surveillance mashups) about social assistance 

recipients to “curtail” their mobility outside of the province.
202

 Aside from individuals 

under probation for violating the law, what other group in our society is disallowed 

                                                      

201
 See Ontario Works “Rights and Responsibilities.”   

202
 “Surveillance mashups” (Pleace 2007) refers to data sharing by multiple databases across social services 

and government jurisdictions; therefore, recipients can be monitored by several databases and agencies at 

any given time (See Chapter 5).  
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physical mobility out of the province? This regulation implies that recipients are 

untrustworthy in the same ways as criminalized individuals.  

While few Ontario Works recipients have the financial means to leave the 

province, many believe that their caseworkers should be there to help them in extenuating 

circumstances. Every two years, welfare recipients with dependents are entitled to 

$1,500, and individuals up to $700, in discretionary benefits, yet few of the women knew 

that they were entitled to any additional support.
203

 When they were aware, they often felt 

that their attempts to access these benefits were dismissed by their caseworkers or that the 

benefits were unfairly administered. Caseworkers are “very inconsistent about sharing 

information with their clients… there is extra funding for other things but they don’t tell 

you,” said Marie a white ODSP recipient (PSM11-11). Caseworkers are encouraged by 

management to limit the distribution of discretionary benefits to keep costs down (OW 

Reg. 59). Consequently, women relied upon welfare advocates, informal networks or 

conversations with friends and family to find out about clothing allowances, dental 

benefits or emergency funds.  

The women I interviewed also claimed that caseworkers withheld critical 

information that could help them during emergencies. For instance, Aboriginal single 

mother Julia recalled an incident when her caseworker denied her a discretionary benefit 

request; she had a severe flood in her apartment caused by her neighbours upstairs, who 

had left a faucet running. Julia contacted her caseworker immediately to get assistance to 

                                                      

203
 Discretionary benefits differ from city to city depending on the funding pools for these additional 

benefits. Municipalities are responsible for administering social programs. 
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clean it up and replace household items that were destroyed. Her worker said that Julia 

would have to use her moving allowance to pay for the damages,
204

 however, Julia knew 

that there had to be other support available to her and asked her worker to look into more 

options. The caseworker concluded that OW would only cover the costs to replace a 

mattress. Julia left the meeting defeated but fortunately a secretary stopped her and 

informed her that she was legally entitled to an emergency fund. Julia recalled, “this was 

the secretary that was helping me get the money that I was entitled to. I wouldn’t have 

known otherwise. I would have only put in a claim for the mattress and nothing else” 

(KSM17-11). The secretary then whispered to her, “but we don’t tell everybody,” 

suggesting that there is a level of discrimination and arbitrariness in the allocation of 

these funds. Jane, a white single mother, was also critical of her caseworker’s lack of 

transparency regarding the availability (or existence) of discretionary benefits: 

I never learned about this discretionary money. When I had to go in for my annual 

review and bring in all of my bank statements, documents and everything under 

the sun….I just happened to mention that I was gonna have to save up and try to 

get my son a new booster seat…and my caseworker said, ‘we can help with 

that’…I had never heard of this discretionary benefit, so I was floored! (KSM17-

11, emphasis original)  

 

Due to the extensive bureaucratic rules of OW, and the lack of transparency regarding 

what constitutes a discretionary benefit, it is obvious why so many single mothers are 

unsure of the supports to which they are entitled.   

 

                                                      

204
 Julia, like many low-income people, moves quite frequently therefore her moving allowance is a 

necessity that she cannot be without and understandably was unwilling to compromise.   
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Single mothers on welfare believed that meeting with their caseworkers was an 

opportunity for them to request specific educational or professional development, 

vacation time or discretionary benefits. However, when they made appeals to their 

caseworkers, they were often met with patronizing attitudes, denial of requests, lack of 

transparency, bureaucratic disentitlement and arbitrary decisions. Aboriginal mothers 

reported feeling patronized in welfare offices and treated as though they were lying and 

hiding information from their caseworkers. These interactions were heightened for 

mothers who had ongoing issues with the CAS (see Chapter 8). Women of colour 

reported overt discouragements from upgrading and obtaining credentials but not 

necessarily because of their single mother status. On the other hand, young white single 

mothers felt intimidated by their interactions with caseworkers but were often encouraged 

to stay home and be with their children even when they requested enrollment in 

educational programs. Did the “whiteness” of some make them more deserving of 

motherhood status, despite the claims of OW that its policies are race neutral? While it is 

clear that caseworkers perform their duties within the restrictions of a wider institutional 

environment, in many instances it was the decisions of individual caseworkers that 

prevented recipients from achieving independence and self-sufficiency.  

7.2.2 Mechanisms of Welfare Surveillance 

 

My interviews indicate that single mothers on social assistance felt that Ontario 

Works caseworkers, under the direction of management and OW legislation, were more 

invested in welfare surveillance and sexual regulation as reasons to disentitle recipients 
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than responding to their unique and complicated concerns. This is largely because a 

major part of the caseworker’s job is driven by administrative tasks to meet office targets 

and quotas and  reviewing and terminating ineligible files (see Chapter 6). Interestingly, 

even as the single mothers I interviewed related their experiences of being surveiled and 

regulated, they were unsure how to respond to questions regarding their feelings about 

being “surveiled” by Ontario Works. Most women in the study did not really respond to 

the term surveillance because they felt that the term is academic jargon. However, they 

were critical of the extensive requests for personal information and documentation, as 

well as the persistent accusations of welfare fraud and Spouse in the House violations. 

The findings of this research have therefore led me to believe OW has not fully 

normalized its deep incursions into the lives of low-income individuals as recipients 

continue to resist, critique and challenge regulation and subsequently surveillance. As the 

interviews progressed and the participants revealed the multiple ways that OW intrudes 

into their personal lives, it was apparent that single mothers receiving social assistance in 

Ontario experience intense levels of surveillance. They experienced surveillance via 

mandatory documentation, financial surveillance, financial threats for non-compliance, 

and lastly, threats of increased scrutiny.  

For welfare recipients, intake assessments are a labyrinth of paperwork. 

Verification of assets, relationship status, ongoing job searches, children’s school 

attendance records, bank records, letters from landlords, divorce papers, immigration 

documents, Native Status Cards, child custody documents, paternity tests, death 

certificates, mental health assessments, child welfare documents and substance abuse 
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treatments are all subject to scrutiny. Failure to divulge such information is treated as 

“non-compliance” and benefits can be denied on the spot. Lying and/or hiding 

information can result in a fraud investigation. As a key element of the welfare 

surveillance apparatus, mandatory documentation make recipients feel confused, scared, 

dehumanized, guilty, undeserving, and reducible to a decontextualized number in a 

database. To make matters worse, women were unaware of how their personal 

information was being passed on to other social services, which exacerbated the unequal 

power dynamics between themselves and their caseworkers.  

The exhaustive requests for documentation dehumanized many single mothers. 

“When you open that file, there’s a history, it’s not just a number…you treat us all the 

same…you know, we’re not paper!” exclaimed Chantal (TSM8-12, emphasis original). 

The reporting system contains numerous assumptions and expectations that make the 

process of completing paperwork inaccessible to some recipients. For example, some 

might have learning disabilities, literacy and language barriers, or physical disabilities 

that might prevent them from completing forms and accessing documentation. However, 

the bottom line is that if the paperwork is not submitted on time, benefits are suspended, 

which discriminates against recipients who may not be able to sustain OW’s bureaucratic 

demands. In addition to these ableist barriers, mothers identified that their failure to 

submit paperwork on time often occurred because they had to obtain information from a 

third party. For example, caseworkers frequently request letters from a range of sources: 

landlords to prove that rent is paid and that recipients are not cohabitating; ex-partners to 

prove that they have deserted their family; parents to prove that youth were kicked out of 
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their homes or fled violence; schools (teachers and principals) documenting children’s 

behaviour and attendance as well as soliciting judgements on the mother’s parenting, 

etc.
205

 It should be obvious that these third party letters are often difficult to obtain (and 

expose recipients to vulnerable situations), yet the burden is placed on the mothers to 

provide them. Calling on third parties also magnifies the welfare surveillance gaze by 

recruiting more authorities to report on single mothers’ lives thereby normalizing the 

surveillance these women face.  

Letters from third parties generate an expansion of welfare surveillance in the 

lives of low-income single mothers and establish more opportunities for stigmatization 

and degradation. For instance, youth under the age of sixteen are asked to prove that their 

parents are no longer supporting them. Harris’ welfare reforms stipulated “16- and 17-

year-olds must stay in school, live under adult supervision, and undergo a family 

assessment, to get welfare” (Crone 1995a). Fiona, a young white single mother of four, 

who had left an abusive home at twelve and applied for assistance at sixteen, remarked 

that, “they wanted my mom to sign something stating I couldn’t live with her anymore 

and she refused but I wasn’t even in her custody…so they denied me Ontario Works ” 

(PSM14-12). Barb, a white single mother of three who had escaped an abusive partner 

and fled to a shelter, explained that while she was at the shelter, her ex-partner broke into 

her home and destroyed her furniture and most of her belongings. However, despite her 

                                                      

205
 Single mothers felt extremely judged and scrutinized by school authorities and felt that their children 

were singled out and monitored because they were from a low-income family and did not have middle-

class cultural capital. Mothers feared schools reporting them to welfare or the CAS. Schools often go 

under-examined as a participant in the surveillance of low-income communities; however, my research 

found that it is a major concern for single mothers and can indeed trigger the involvement of child welfare 

authorities in their lives. 



 

313 

 

 

 

good working relationship with her caseworker, she was denied the Community Start up 

and Maintenance Benefit (CSUMB) until she provided a police report to prove the 

damage. At the time of the incident, Barb was in full crisis and had difficulties coping 

with life at the shelter and wondered why her caseworker could not obtain the police 

report herself and felt as though she was accused of falsifying the extent of the damage.   

Recipients are frequently questioned about their personal spending habits; bank 

records are routinely requested and scrutinized to determine how single mothers spend 

their meagre benefits. Recipients felt compelled to disclose all aspects of their finances, 

even small gifts they received from their family to pay for basic necessities such as 

groceries. “And if you accept a gift or any money from someone then you better report it, 

and if you don’t you’re in deep trouble,” said Kate a white unemployed grandmother 

(KSM3-11). Janice, a Black single mother of one and pregnant with her second child, 

survived on a tight budget while she finished high school and acted as a primary 

caregiver for her siblings and her mother, who suffered from health problems and was 

also on assistance. Janice noted occasions when her caseworker made inappropriate 

comments that were extremely judgmental: 

Like my worker one time asked me to bring in my bank statements and I did and 

she really grilled me about where I was spending my money because I don’t 

withdraw my money from my account. I use my debit card because I lose my 

money…so she was…literally going through everything and she would ask me 

why I was eating out every day and I said it was because I’m at school…five-six 

dollars a day, I kinda put that in my budget for my lunch (TSM4-12).  

 

She tried to justify spending five dollars on her lunch, noting that she has to get up extra 

early to make breakfast and lunches for her own siblings and gets them off to school, 
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rarely did she have the time to make her own lunch. Yet her caseworker insisted that she 

learn how to budget better, insinuating that she was doing something wrong. Diane a 

white single mother encountered a similar situation. Her caseworker questioned how she 

could afford to live on such a small budget, implying that she must be getting help from 

somewhere else or defrauding the government. “I told you before, most days I go 

without. I starve okay. I exhaust food banks,” Diane defiantly said to her caseworker 

(PSM15-12). Diane’s file was “red flagged”
206

 because her rent was considered higher 

than the shelter allowance that is allotted by OW. The caseworker insisted that she find a 

cheaper place to live, inferring that Diane might face investigation because her living 

expenses exceeded what OW covers. Both Janice and Diane make serious sacrifices to 

provide for their immediate and extended families, yet their caseworkers ignored the 

forms of social reproduction and care work and scrutinized their spending habits.  

In 2012, Toronto Ontario Works offices introduced the “City Services Benefit 

Card,” a smart card designed to replace welfare cheques, however based on the privacy 

commissioners position against their use, I contend that that these cards may be another 

aspect of intrusion into recipients’ personal spending habits.
207

 When I informed Jane that 

these debit cards would soon be used in her city, she was shocked and “horrified”: 

It’s sick…I would fight it tooth and nail if I had to deal with one of those 

cards…when I was on OW I would just get cash. I would use cash instead of a debit 

                                                      

206
 Participants used the term “red flagged” to indicate that their file had been pulled aside for investigation 

because something altered the system (change in rent, moving, a new partner, having a baby, going back to 

school, welfare fraud hotline report and more). It was a common term that women used to describe the 

surveillance they encounter daily.  
207

 For a conservative perspective on welfare debit cards and curtailing welfare recipients spending, see 

Tim Hudak’s (2013) “Prospects to Prosperity, Work and Workfare” and The Toronto Sun article “Create 

welfare smart card that can only be used for food: Hudak” (2013).  



 

315 

 

 

 

card when I realized they’re gonna look at my bank statements. No way. I’m not 

okay with that. So to go one step further and then actually give me a debit 

card…no, no way. It just gives them more options for judgements calls…you didn’t 

buy milk but you bought beer, well guess what? No discretionary funds for you 

(KSM12-11).  

 

Caseworkers can already request bank statements and receipts, however, the welfare 

debit card could arguably be the next tool that OW employs to regulate and scrutinize 

recipients spending habits and ultimately impose restrictions.  

Recipients obviously encounter a myriad of intrusive surveillance practices and 

face significant consequences if they refuse to comply with such demands and intrusions. 

Suspended benefits are one of the grimmest punishments for recipients who do not fulfill 

documentation requirements or meet OW deadlines. Caseworkers divulged that 

suspending benefits is a strategy they use to force recipients to meet with them for 

mandatory assessments every three months.
208

This seems like a harsh and punitive 

response that perpetuates a culture of fear and control over welfare recipients.  

In most cases because women are so busy parenting, caring for their extended 

families, volunteering in their communities, balancing their workfare requirements and 

trying to secure affordable childcare, the last thing that they want is to have their benefits 

suspended. “If your income statement is not in right on the 16
th

 or if I happen to miss an 

employment counsellor meeting, boom I’m cut off, like every month!” Diane exclaimed 

(PSM15-12). Emma, an Aboriginal single mother, had similar stresses regarding her 

suspended benefits:  
                                                      

208
 Caseworkers whom I interviewed admitted that the mandatory meetings every three months are a means 

to ensure that recipients attend their review. Recipients who fail to attend the meeting (no shows) will have 

their benefits suspended. As such, economic threats are used by OW to ensure that ongoing surveillance, 

data gathering, documentation requests and eligibility criteria (keeping tabs) are maintained.  
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If you don’t have paperwork in on time, they suspend you… you don’t get your 

health benefits, you don’t get your rent, hydro, nothing paid not even the smell of a 

dime until you have the proper documents in. And if there’s documents missing 

they still make you wait; they don’t give a crap if you’ve got kids or not, they make 

you wait…if you don’t have that piece of paper…I don’t know how many times 

I’ve been suspended, and then just running around with my head chopped off 

(KSM1-11).  

 

Emma’s powerful description reveals the stress of trying to meet the documentation 

demands and the daunting lack of choice that she experiences in the process. 

Furthermore, Emma expressed the additional difficulties that low-income people face 

who lack access to phones and transportation. These factors obstruct recipients’ capacity 

to meet the excessive bureaucratic requirements. “It’s the same garbage every time: 

shoving papers, sign the papers...you have to phone your worker…and explain to her 

what happened…I was suspended every month.... My caseworker said, ‘oh this paper’s 

not right, or that paper’s not right’…” (KSM1–11). In contrast to Emma, Megan, a white 

single mother, was not suspended from benefits but was accused of failing to provide 

documentation when she left OW after securing full-time employment. Megan told her 

caseworker that she only needed assistance until she secured first and last months’ rent 

while she was trying to leave her abusive ex-husband. However, Megan received a letter 

followed by a phone call from her caseworker “saying that they were suspending my 

benefits again and I was like what do you want from me? I even had to take them in a 

letter from my employer saying that I had a job” (PSM13-12). All Megan wanted was to 

end her relationship with OW and move on with her life and yet they still hounded her for 

paperwork. Marie’s personal experiences, as well as her advocacy work with other low-

income people, made her believe that if someone was in “trouble once…like if they give 
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you heck for something…they’re gonna watch you for a heck of a long time” (KSM11-

11). Marie is correct in her statement since the SAMS database collects and amalgamates 

recipients’ files to analyze risk and potential to commit fraud; once deemed “risky,” a 

recipient’s file is “flagged.”  

Intimidation and threats of surveillance are routine tactics often used by OW 

caseworkers to regulate recipients’ behaviour and validate OW investigations. Traditional 

methods of surveillance such as tracking recipients, home visits, questioning neighbours 

and following up with employers, are a daily reality for some people on assistance. When 

Danielle lived with her ex-partner, he was working under the table because they were 

struggling to pay their bills and had already exhausted local food banks. Danielle found 

out that they were under surveillance from an OW caseworker. She noted that “the 

caseworker had said that we have knowledge that you’re working under the 

table…meanwhile, how would they know that he’s getting cash? He’s not claiming it, 

he’s not filing it anywhere?” (KSM9-11). Danielle’s caseworker also revealed that OW 

authorities were going to wait outside of her home (stakeout) and follow her husband 

around to find out if he was committing fraud: 

They actually told him they were going to have someone watch him to see if he 

leaves in the morning to go to work. So for a whole week straight he didn’t go to 

work…he just had to stop completely…They actually told him, ‘we’re going to 

have people out driving around your units wherever you live to see if we see you 

leaving with your family or by yourself with work clothes on’…They kept bugging 

him, calling him in for interviews to see if he would come in that day and if he had 

work clothes on or a dirty face (ibid).  

 

Danielle’s example shows the real costs of a system based on suspicion and surveillance 

– for an entire week her family was unable to work to pay for their basic needs, such as 
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food, in order to avoid criminalization. The fear and emotional toll it took on the family 

was equally disturbing. Similarly, Julia felt violated by a caseworker who threatened to 

investigate her relationship status, including interviewing neighbours to find out if she 

was living with her boyfriend. At the time, Julia was living with her boyfriend (as a 

survival strategy) and confessed to her worker, hoping that telling the truth would lessen 

the punishment. However, it did not. Julia recalled, “she promised that she wouldn’t cut 

us off till the following month and she cut him off right away which basically left us 

unable to pay our rent and eventually we faced eviction” (KSM17-11).  

7.2.3 Spouse in the House Rules and Welfare Surveillance 

 

Personal finances and under-the-table work are not the only areas heavily 

scrutinized by caseworkers. Women’s living arrangements, sexuality, intimate 

relationships, reproductive rights and decisions to have children are all subject to 

suspicion, questioning and surveillance by Ontario Works authorities. The Spouse in the 

House policy is the main piece of legislation that caseworkers draw upon to evaluate and 

regulate single mothers’ relationship status and their sexuality. The Spouse in the House 

stipulates that two people living together as a couple cannot collect separate welfare 

cheques and therefore must claim “spousal” status and apply as one unit. Previously, 

single mothers were granted up to three years to live with a partner while maintaining 

their financial independence (Mosher 2011). However, during Harris’ welfare reforms, 

living with a partner who may have worked or also collected welfare and for whom one 

cohabitated for more than three months became a fraudulent activity. The Ottawa Citizen 
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reported in 1995 that “the government is considering re-instituting unannounced home 

visits to make sure welfare recipients are not living with a partner who has a job” (Nolan 

1995). Today, Spouse in the House rules continue to regulate the sexuality of low-income 

women as part of the welfare surveillance apparatus. Spouse in the House policies permit 

caseworkers to assign questionnaires about living arrangements and relationships as well 

as request “proof” to verify recipients’ answers.  

When Marie was a single mother on assistance, she recalled her caseworker 

asking her “really stupid questions” about her roommate including, “if we order pizza 

who pays for the pizza…no kidding. Do we go to each other’s family functions…and if 

we grocery shop together” (KSM11-11). Even though Marie could now laugh about the 

ridiculous questions that she was asked, she also vividly recalled the fear and worry she 

felt about answering them, “I had to say yes to these things” because if “I answered the 

wrong way, I was really afraid that I was going to be in trouble. And because I thought 

I’d be in trouble, it made me nervous and I was really uncomfortable” (ibid). Julia, an 

Aboriginal single mother of four girls, was investigated for Spouse in the House 

violations after a car insurance claim listed her as “in a relationship.” Even though she 

was not in a relationship with her ex-partner, he was still involved with raising her 

children and had offered to drive her to a doctor’s appointment on the day of the accident. 

However, Julia later found out from her caseworker during a fraud investigation that the 

insurance claim “red flagged” her file even though there was no evidence to prove that 

they actually lived together or were in any violation of Spouse in the House rules.  
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Overall, women’s sexual lives are routinely scrutinized and questioned, and many 

were acutely cognizant of surveillance built into Spouse in the House rules. Claire linked 

surveillance to the heteronormative policing of single mothers in need of a breadwinner. 

She asked, “surveillance is, well, if you’re gonna get involved in a relationship with 

somebody then they are just supposed to support you and your kid?” (TSM2-12). 

According to Diane, one caseworker said that if a man sleeps over more than three nights 

a week, “it’s considered common law” (PSM15- 12). I asked her what she thought of this 

rule and she responded, “it feels like you’re under surveillance, like they’ve got eyeballs 

on you at all times” (ibid). The few women who disclosed that they had boyfriends (all of 

whom were white except for one) described how they carefully monitored the amount of 

time they spent with them and avoided sleepovers. Most did not divulge to their 

caseworkers that they were in a relationship at all in order to avoid questions, becoming 

“red flagged”, and to maintain their independence and some measure of privacy. Lauren a 

Portuguese single mother of a biracial son thought that it was none of her caseworker’s 

business that she had a boyfriend because they did not share finances nor did they live 

together or have sleepovers. She stated, “you can’t have a boyfriend when you’re on OW 

because if you have a boyfriend and he comes to see you, he should be supporting you. 

Why should he be supporting me?” (TSM7-12). Lauren was frightened that her 

caseworker would find out that she had a boyfriend and force him to support her, which 

she felt was unfair and unacceptable. Lauren believed that unless she was married, there 

was no reason for her to live with her boyfriend and, until then, she would not claim 

spousal benefits.  
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The Spouse in the House rules enforced by OW may contradict “parenting plan”
 

agreements drafted in Family Court.
209

 Spouse in the House policy permits caseworkers 

to question single mothers’ collegial relationships with their ex-partners, even though co-

parenting may be instructed by the courts in the “parenting plan.” In joint and shared 

custody cases, the parties agree by signing the parenting plan document that they will 

cooperate and make all major parenting decisions together. The agreement includes an 

understanding that both parents will participate in family activities with the children to 

maintain some stability for the children and to encourage reconciliation. However, OW’s 

suspicion of single parents and Spouse in the House rules may interfere with parenting 

plans and create unnecessary stresses for single mothers by trying to balance the requests 

from different governing bodies. This means that they must adhere to court-ordered 

parenting plans and OW’s Spouse in the House rules. Contrarily, Family Court and OW 

can, on the one hand, encourage heteronormative family ideals while, on the other, 

penalize some single mothers for starting and/or building relationships. OW and Family 

Court therefore place unnecessary mistrust in single mothers who can be accused, 

investigated and punished for Spouse in the House violations. Additionally, the 

expectations from these different governing bodies may deter potential partners from 

becoming serious or involved because so much responsibility is expected of them. 

Megan, a former OW recipient and white single mother who fled an abusive partner, now 

                                                      

209
 A parenting plan is a court-sanctioned arrangement between the two parents as part of a separation 

agreement. Informal arrangements are difficult to enforce thus the court has specific orders for the 

parenting plan.  
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works at a women’s shelter and far too often sees the consequences of these contradictory 

expectations and heteronormative regulation of poor women: 

If the court system and the judges are saying, ‘you guys need to work things out,’ 

then you need to be able to communicate with your ex for the children’s sake 

because it’s all about the benefit of the children and the healthy lifestyle of the 

children. So if the women are communicating with their ex it’s because it’s court 

ordered that they be congenial…they’re doing it because they’re court ordered 

them to, but then they get caught in the community and they’re being penalized by 

OW. So really it’s a no-win situation for these women that are coming in and out 

of the system (PSM13-12). 

 

Several white single mothers said they felt violated and judged by the 

interrogations regarding their sexuality reflecting biopolitical applications. Sisters Annie 

and Diane felt incredibly “violated” and controlled in their sexual lives. “They control 

your sex life, that’s what it feels like,” said Annie (PSM14-12). Fiona, a young single 

mother of four, was acutely aware of how judgemental caseworkers could be and was 

repeatedly called in for investigations. “Well naturally they’re gonna have…red flags 

when I have two more babies with the same dad, but I explained to my worker…I’d 

never been with anyone else but him,” Fiona said (PSM14-12). Single mothers on 

assistance felt that moral and sexual regulation was an extreme infringement on their 

personal lives. Fiona stated: 

Being on Ontario Works, you can’t have a boyfriend. If you have a boyfriend, you 

have to tell them even if he’s not living at your house. Why do I have to tell 

caseworkers that I have a boyfriend if he’s not living with me?...he’s not paying 

rent so it’s none of their darn business. I can date or be with whoever I wanna be 

with, I don’t have to tell my caseworker everything …its irritating (PSM14-12).  

 

She was called in a second time when her caseworker saw her with her ex-partner at a 

fair, which was later used as “evidence” in a fraud investigation. Fiona was very 
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emotional when she spoke about this injustice. She said, “basically they’re stating ‘oh 

you can’t be in public with him, you know or we’re gonna suspect you’re frauding’” 

(PSM14-12). Fiona, who was then pregnant, was insistent that her relationship with her 

ex-partner was platonic and that they were trying to do family activities together for the 

benefit of their three children. “I didn’t know I wasn’t allowed to do that. Of course 

we’re gonna have some sort of relationship for the kids’ sake, you know, friendship,” she 

said (ibid). She told her worker, “I’m not in a relationship with him; he is not living in 

my home; we strictly do this for the kids. Yes we have a friendship…wouldn’t they 

rather we get along?” (ibid). The fraud investigation made her feel as though her 

caseworker was trying to confuse her or catch her in a lie. To further intimidate Fiona, 

the caseworkers investigating her would not specify why the meeting was called even 

though she demanded an explanation. “They were investigating me for fraud, which was 

ridiculous... I knew what the appointment was for. I wasn’t stupid and she said to me… 

‘Is he living at your house?’ And I said ‘no of course not.’…It was when she left the 

room I actually read the paper on her desk…she was all red flagged about it” (ibid). 

 Some young racialized mothers experience judgement, racism and discriminatory 

behaviour from caseworkers who question their ability (or right) to mother and have 

children. These actions represent the state’s involvement in racist biopower; biopower is 

evident in the ways that social services manage women’s reproduction. For example, 

some states in the U.S. have refused to offer welfare benefits to a woman if becomes 

pregnant while receiving welfare. Furthermore, some welfare offices and community 

organizations have also enforced birth control and sterilization, and used financial 
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incentives to reduce “illegitimate births” (conception outside of marriage), signifying the 

state’s interest in regulating particular populations via heterosexist state-funded and 

managed social services (Gregory 2010; Limbert and Bullock 2005; Neubeck and  

Cazenave 2002; Roberts 1999). While programs that use financial incentives to 

encourage welfare mothers to become sterilized do not currently exist in Ontario, 

caseworkers (indirectly) perpetuate racism when they question racialized single mothers’ 

decisions to have children or fight for custody.  

Janice, the young single Black mother of one who was pregnant with her second 

child, was in her last year of high school when we spoke. She was smart, determined and 

eager to graduate, apply for community college and be a good mother to her children. 

Janice felt very uncomfortable with some questions that her caseworker asked regarding 

her second pregnancy and sensed that her worker implied that she should have an 

abortion. Janice felt that this interaction was “weird” and made her very 

“uncomfortable”: 

I met with her a few weeks ago and she asked me why I am having another 

child… She said ‘why are you having a second child if you’re having a hard time 

with your first?’…How do you expect me to explain that to her? It happened and I 

don’t like the thought of having an abortion, and I know I am capable of raising 

another baby; it’s going to be hard but I know I can do it (TSM4-12).   

 

Considering the power imbalance between the caseworker and Janice (age and authority) 

and the fact that the caseworker oversees Janice’s economic survival, these comments are 

incredibly problematic. Aboriginal single mothers also encountered biopolitical 

regulation that is largely authorized by the Children’s Aid Society who intervenes in their 

lives and may remove children from their custody (see Chapter 8). White middle- and 
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upper-class mothers certainly do not find themselves so heavily scrutinized and 

questioned about their bodies, reproduction and intimate relationships, demonstrating 

what McCormack (2005) and Roberts (2009) have termed “stratified reproduction.” 

Roberts (2009) asserts that neoliberalism and privatization encourages the elite to have 

children and rewards them when they do while deterring and punishing the poor for 

doing the same. As a result, inequality becomes naturalized and individualized: “[b]oth 

population control programs and genetic selection technologies reinforce biological 

explanations for social problems and place reproductive responsibility on women, thus 

privatizing remedies for illness and social inequality” (785).  

7.3 Conclusion  

 

From the perspectives of single mothers on assistance, welfare surveillance is an 

insidious part of their daily interactions with the Ontario welfare state. Welfare 

surveillance is accompanied by control, regulation and judgement, all of which impact 

single mothers’ lives. The impacts are conditioned by the intersections of their social 

location as race, Indigeneity, gender, class and ability function to privilege and support 

certain bodies and mothers over others. This chapter focused primarily on single mothers’ 

relationships with their Ontario Works caseworkers to reveal the power struggles, 

discrimination and oppression that they experience in their relationships with those who 

are supposed to help them. As Annie said, surveillance feels like “everybody else is 

playing your life like you’re a puppet on a string” (PSM16-12). Annie’s analogy points to 

the ways in which moral regulation merges with welfare surveillance, creating a situation 
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for low-income single mothers that violates their personal autonomy and freedoms. 

Despite neoliberal claims that workfare gives impoverished people more opportunities, 

the stories of single mothers reveal the limited choices they are afforded and that they are 

routinely denied access to knowledge, information and resources. Their narratives reveal 

the dehumanizing experiences of OW’s constant surveillance, inadequate benefits and 

workfare demands, and the negative impacts these pressures have on their ability to 

mother their own children. Their stories also reveal how supposedly race- and gender-

neutral neoliberal policies do not bring about greater equality but instead exacerbate the 

oppression of those on the economic margins of society. 

While some recipients may not readily use the term “surveillance” to explain their 

experiences with OW and their caseworkers, they did express feeling watched, monitored, 

controlled and judged, all of which are features of surveillance and reflect the current 

neoliberal welfare surveillance apparatus. Mothers further revealed that they felt that their 

caseworkers were more invested in surveilling them than in actually providing one-on-

one counselling, access to resources and sufficient tools and strategies to move out of 

poverty. Punishment for not attending meetings, threats of surveillance and intimidation 

are characteristics of the welfare surveillance apparatus in twenty-first century Ontario. 

Single mothers had numerous examples of surveillance as regulation, discipline and 

control, and detailed the disturbing ways that surveillance impacts their everyday lives.  

Nowhere is this more obvious than the heteronormative surveillance of low-

income single mothers’ sexuality, reproductive rights and rights to mother. Many single 

mothers were too afraid to date and sustain long term relationships because of Spouse in 
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the House rules that scrutinize their personal relationships and sexuality. They were so 

worried that they would be “caught” and reported by neighbors or disgruntled ex-partners 

if they had sleepovers with their boyfriends that some recipients avoided dating all 

together or did not disclose to their worker that they were exploring casual relationships. 

Their sexuality and desire to build new relationships became a source of shame because 

they had to be so secretive.  

Racialized and Aboriginal single mothers encountered biopolitical regulation 

from their caseworkers. Janice, a young Black single mother’s encounter with her 

caseworker was disturbing; she felt discriminated by her caseworker who encouraged her 

to “rethink” her pregnancy. Aboriginal mothers also experienced authorities questioning 

their capacity to be good mothers. As we shall see in the following chapter, Aboriginal 

women are disproportionately impacted by the Children’s Aid Society (CAS) and the 

removal of their children from their custody. Racialized single mothers receiving social 

assistance who were interviewed in this study demonstrated that they feel targeted and 

undergo extensive questioning about their sexual relations and their capacity to mother. 

Freedoms we take for granted and believe are universal are routinely denied to single 

mothers on OW. 
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Chapter 8 Welfare Surveillance, the Family Responsibility Office and 

the Children’s Aid Society: Regulating Single Mothers’ Sexuality and 

Reproductive Rights 

 

8.1 Introduction  

 

The single mothers I interviewed for this research believed that it is impossible to 

separate their experience in the welfare office with their interactions with Family Court, 

the Family Responsibility Office (FRO), the Children’s Aid Society (CAS) and the many 

overlapping social services and charities that they rely upon for their daily survival. In 

many ways, the interviews revealed that Family Court and the CAS effectively 

cooperated with each other and consolidated OW policies, mandates, surveillance 

practices and rules, interlacing government and non-government authorities into the 

welfare surveillance apparatus. Building upon the mothers’ insights, this chapter is 

organized into three sections. First, I begin with a discussion of the negative 

consequences that arise when the welfare surveillance apparatus tries to enforce support 

through Family Court and the FRO. Second, I examine the role of the CAS and welfare 

surveillance in relation to ongoing systemic colonization and racism within the welfare 

state. Third, I investigate the relationship between surveillance and stigmatization, 

examining the surveillance that social housing, the Welfare Dental Office and local 

charities enact to automate surveillance of the lives of marginalized single mothers.  
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8.2 Family Court and the Family Responsibility Office: Widening Heteronormative 

Surveillance of Single Mothers Receiving Social Assistance 

 

 Ontario Works managers, caseworkers and policymakers are determined to offset 

the costs of financial benefits for single mothers by “tracking down” and enforcing child 

support payments from absent fathers. Evidence of this mandate is found in their 

“diversion” policies that encourage recipients to locate money from other sources outside 

of social assistance (MCSS 1995a: 24). Monies allocated from child support replace OW 

financial benefits on monthly cheques rather than top up already inadequate benefits. In 

1996, the PC government mandated significant cuts to frontline staff in the Family 

Responsibility Office (FRO). Speaking to this, in 1999 the Ombudsman investigated the 

FRO due to widespread critiques from the public and politicians and noted, “[f]rom the 

evidence gathered in my investigation, it is clear the FRO remains far from stabilized. In 

its third year of operation, the FRO is still failing to fulfill its mandate through timely and 

effective enforcement of its caseload” (Legislative Assembly of Ontario 1999). 

Regardless of numerous criticisms and adverse reviews, PC Premier Harris continued to 

maintain the FRO and even outsourced some of the investigative tasks to private 

collection agencies, which they claimed “have an excellent track record of tracking bad 

debtors and getting them to pay up. We’ll expand the use of private collection agencies to 

help collect child support payments in arrears” (1999: 38).  

Generally, the FRO is a special unit associated with OW which conducts 

investigations to locate biological fathers, enforce paternity tests and initiate child support 
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payments.
210

 Single mothers whom I interviewed revealed feeling interrogated, 

demoralized, and fearful for their safety and other undesirable effects. Child support 

processes are further complicated by recipients’ histories of abuse. Of the mothers I 

interviewed, 44 percent (8) disclosed that they had left abusive partners. This was the 

primary reason they did not have contact with their former partners, had lived in the 

shelter system, had utilized the law to gain restraining orders or were in hiding. Still, OW 

caseworkers and FROs questioned them and initiated surveillance mechanisms to locate 

the biological fathers of their children. Arguably, this undermines the mothers’ physical 

safety and worsens their mental health by adding stress and anxiety, and in some cases, 

triggering Post Traumatic Stress Disorders.  

The process begins with an investigation when the FRO meets formally with the 

mother and questions her on how she got pregnant, the reasons for her separation from 

the father and the father’s current relationship to the family. These investigations 

question single mothers on deeply personal and private aspects of their lives. If the father 

is unknown or disputed, the FRO can issue paternity tests. Single mothers in my study 

felt that investigations regarding a biological father’s identity and whereabouts made 

them feel like they had done something wrong and, for survivors of abuse, left them 

feeling vulnerable to further abuse. During these investigations, recipients may 

experience intimidation and financial punishments unless they produce “results” that help 

to locate the biological father in question. The OW legislation clearly states that if 

                                                      

210
 The FRO is a branch of the MCSS that enforces child support payments and locates biological parents 

who are not paying their child support. The FRO claims to work with over 400,000 individuals annually.  
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recipients do not make “reasonable efforts” to secure child support (assessment of which 

is left to the discretion of individual caseworkers and the FRO), their monthly benefits 

can be reduced or suspended because they are “non-compliant” (OW Dir 5.5). The 

legislation reads: 

As a condition of eligibility, applicants and recipients are, with certain exceptions, 

required to make reasonable efforts to pursue child or spousal support to which 

he/she, or a dependent, may be entitled. Eligibility for financial assistance does 

not depend on the actual receipt of support payments, but on the efforts being 

made to obtain support. The Administrator should be satisfied that an applicant or 

recipient is taking action, where appropriate, to obtain support payments (ibid: 2, 

emphasis added).  

 

The legislation raises a number of important questions: What determines a reasonable 

effort? How do caseworkers and administers decide whether or not a recipient has 

fulfilled their requests in a satisfactory manner? What are the outcomes of unsatisfactory 

efforts for the recipient? Why is so much responsibility placed on the recipient? 

 After the investigation of the recipient, if the FRO is unsatisfied with the 

recipient’s efforts to locate the biological father herself, the FRO is authorized to seize 

property, enact financial punishments and report uncooperative fathers to various 

agencies. Specifically, the FRO can garnish bank accounts and Government of Canada 

entitlements, such as income tax refunds, Employment Insurance benefits, Canada 

Pension Plans benefits and Old Age Security benefits (MCSS Family Responsibility 

Office 2014d). Punitive actions include reports to credit bureaus, suspending one’s 

driver’s license and Canadian passport or other federal licenses (including a pilot’s 

license, as well as maritime and navigational licenses and certificates) (ibid). Personal 
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property is also at risk as the FRO can place a lien on personal property or issuing a writ 

of seizure and sale for property they own (ibid). The list goes on to include the threat to 

make a report to one’s professional or occupational organization(s), seizing one’s lottery 

winnings, and initiating a Default Hearing that could result in up to 180 days of jail time 

(ibid). However, how do we know if these measures are effective? Little is actually 

known about how often these measures are used, or, how effective they are. Overall, 

these actions are gendered strategies reflective of the heterosexist ideology imbedded 

within social services. Expressly going after men’s occupational licenses, contacting their 

employers and seizing property are serious threats to poor and working poor men’s 

financial security. Interestingly, they are not called in for an investigation, or asked to 

explain their relationship breakdown as single mothers are. All the FRO is concerned 

with is enforcing child support payments illustrating how heterosexist gender norms 

shape social services responses to family breakdown as well as, neglecting the context or 

how poverty may have caused the family to split up in the first place.  

8.2.1 Reasons Why Enforced Child Support is Problematic for Single Mothers 

Receiving Ontario Works 

 

Enforced child support morally regulates low-income mothers’ sexuality by 

obliging them to reveal the biological fathers of their children. Even more troubling, 

resisting or not producing “sufficient evidence” for the FRO can compromise mothers’ 

benefits, including the suspension or even termination of benefits (OW DIR 5.5). All the 

while, resources, time and energy are spent trying to locate monies from biological 

http://www.mcss.gov.on.ca/en/mcss/programs/familyResponsibility/Enforcement/lottery.aspx
http://www.mcss.gov.on.ca/en/mcss/programs/familyResponsibility/Enforcement/lottery.aspx
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fathers. Many mothers with whom I spoke said they could really use some counselling 

and support during these investigations – their mental and emotional health takes a back 

seat with the state’s search for cost-cutting measures.  

Many single mothers’ situations are complicated by histories of abuse and 

violence, which is a huge deterrent for them to seek any support from their ex-partners. 

The FRO investigations can be traumatizing, demoralizing and exhausting, especially for 

those who fear their abusive ex-partners. Because their financial assistance is on the line, 

many women fear resisting these investigations or challenging invasive questions about 

their sexuality or sexual history. While some caseworkers I interviewed were sympathetic 

to how difficult this must be, others agreed with policymakers and senior management 

that enforced child support payments are necessary and benefit lone parents after they 

leave OW.
211

 One Ontario Works caseworker noted, “I actually think that there have been 

some significant gains made by us pursuing child support…. The workers…are actually 

doing it because they don’t want the absent parent to be off the hook for financially 

providing for their families” (Kim CW9-12). Yet, the complications arising from 

histories of abuse are decontextualized in this moralistic and heteronormative justification 

that rests on the traditional nuclear family, male breadwinner’s responsibility for enforced 

child support payments. This situation is incredibly complex; while the state should not 

force women to associate with abusive ex-partners, on the other hand, the state does not 

                                                      

211
 Policy experts Stapleton and Bednar (2011) noted that 95,000 single parents were on OW in 2000. By 

February 2011, this number had declined to 76,000 – a 20 percent decrease (10). Additionally they claimed 

the factors that contributed to this decline were twofold: enabling self-reliance (access to education; rise in 

service work; child benefits outside of social assistance; improved child support; lower fertility) and higher 

barriers to access (tougher eligibility criteria, Spouse in the House regulations; lower welfare payments; 

and child support deductions) (12).  
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want to let fathers off the hook for supporting their children; at the same time, the 

deadbeat dad discourse is often used against impoverished fathers and as a justification 

for dismantling the welfare state. What OW and the state tend to overlook however, is the 

reality that the fathers are often poor themselves, in precarious part-time jobs with little 

stability or security to meet child support payments. This point was brought up by several 

of the single mothers I interviewed who had maintained friendships with their ex-partners 

for the children’s sake and knew that they were incapable of providing any assistance 

because they were on social assistance or were working under the table in precarious 

jobs. As well, several mothers noted that they did receive small payments from their ex-

partners even though it was not “on the books.” Even for those who did not have a good 

relationship with their ex-partner they knew it was pointless for OW to try to enforce 

child support payments, Emma and Danielle for instance confirmed that the fathers of 

their children would “disappear” or “go underground” to avoid child support payments.  

Decades of research in the Violence Against Women (VAW) sector have proven 

that low-income mothers, for a variety of reasons, do not report a majority of instances of 

domestic abuse. For one, not reporting abuse ensures the economic survival of the family, 

which may be more important to women who precariously survive with very few 

resources and options available to them. Secondly, zero-tolerance policies in cases of 

domestic abuse have resulted in “double charging” or “counter charging” whereby the 

police can charge both parties with domestic violence, including the victim (Balfour and 

Comack 2004; Cross 2011; INCITE! Women of Colour Against Violence 2006; Mosher 
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et al. 2004; Snider 2006).
212

 Balfour and Comack (2004) note that “concerns over 

counter-charging led women’s groups to assert that women were reticent to contact the 

police out of fear of being charged themselves” (152). While children’s safety is 

important, it is troubling that women who are abused are investigated and charged 

through “dual charging” policies (Cross 2011). Feminist lawyer Pamela Cross (2011) 

found that in some cases “only the woman is charged as a result of acting to protect or 

defend herself or her children from the abuser” and that racialized women experience 

higher levels of dual charging.
213

 As a result of these policies, not all women may find 

safety or protection from the law and courts and some may even endure criminalization in 

their attempts to protect themselves and their children. Thirdly, in all cases where the 

police are called for a domestic dispute, they are required to automatically contact child 

welfare authorities if there are children living in the home to assess the situation. This 

initiates more investigations, meetings and surveillance of poor families living on the 

margins especially for Aboriginal and racialized single mothers. These investigations, 

                                                      

212
 Feminists are in disagreement about the pros and cons of zero-tolerance policies. Balfour and Comack 

(2004) point out that the unintended consequences of such polices have had contradictory outcomes: “in 

advocating for increased criminalization of men who abuse their partners, feminists found themselves in 

alliance with the punitive, state-centred crime control model of neo-conservatives...zero tolerance could, in 

fact, be serving a much different social control agenda than the one that feminists envisioned: the 

compulsory criminalization of the poor and Aboriginal peoples” (155).  
213

 According to Balfour and Comack (2006), Mosher and Hermer (2005), Chunn and Gavigan (2004, 

2006a) increased criminalization of women and Ontario’s neoliberal welfare reform is not a coincidence. 

For instance, feminist criminologists Chunn and Gavigan (2004) argue that the OWA 1997 resulted in a 

“blurring” of law and welfare, marking a “shift in direction of increased surveillance and criminalization of 

welfare recipients, notably women on welfare, [and] illustrates that the (coercive form of) criminal law and 

(the regulatory form of) welfare law are inseparable” (230, emphasis added).  For the U.S. context, see 

Patricia Allard’s (2006) research examining the intersections of welfare reforms and criminalization of 

women of colour convicted of drug offenses who face a lifetime ban on welfare (158). Also see INCITE’s 

statement on gendered violence and the prison industrial complex that notes how women victims of abuse 

are arrested for domestic violence, how laws have helped batterers more than the victims and that 

undocumented women who report violence face deportation (2006: 223).  
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particularly for Aboriginal families can result in a family being torn apart and children 

removed and placed into foster homes (Balfour and Comack 2006). 

8.2.2 Single Mothers Disclose their Conflicts with the FRO 

 

The single mothers I interviewed said they found the Family Responsibility 

Office investigations demoralizing, patronizing, and invasive. Mothers said that it is 

extremely traumatic to retell (and relive) their experiences of sexual assault, domestic 

violence, incest, criminalization and other indignities to justify to the Location Service 

Workers (LSW) and the FRO why they are no longer in contact with the biological 

father(s) of their child(ren). In addition to these negative outcomes, Aboriginal and 

racialized women’s caseworkers made them feel guilty and criminal for being a single 

mother. Sylvia, a Black single mother, had a caseworker who repeatedly questioned her 

on the identity of the father of her children, “like I was lying…she’s looking at me, like, 

are you being truthful?” (TSM6-12). Investigations left mothers feeling that authorities 

did not trust them and suspected that they were lying to protect their ex-partners. Black 

single mother Tara commented that her caseworker “was so mean and rude…it was 

almost like they were trying to intimidate me…because she said ‘oh if we really needed 

to look, really investigate, we could’ ” (TSM5-12). Obliging single mothers to help track 

down delinquent fathers forces women to relive trauma, calls them into undue suspicion 

and makes them bear the burden of their ex-partner’s failure to provide. Emma, an 

Aboriginal single mother, was in disbelief about the information that her caseworker 

insistently requested regarding her ex-partner: “they wanted to know scars, eye colour, 
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hair colour, everything! ... Everything, right down to where he was born… and who his 

mother is” (KSM1-11). Emma understood that she had no choice in the matter and “gave 

them all the information they wanted” (KSM1-11). Even though she complied with the 

requests, her worker “kept bugging me…to go file child support” (ibid).
214

 These 

processes can be a nightmare for many mothers who are trying to put their lives back 

together, heal from trauma and gain their independence – not to mention feeling unjustly 

exposed to scrutiny and judgment from complete strangers.  

Again, noting that a significant number of women in this study disclosed that they 

had left abusive homes, it was troubling to hear the extent to which caseworkers pushed 

to file for child support regardless of their mental and emotional state. However, not only 

are these women afraid of the repercussions they might encounter from their abusive ex-

partners, they also feared what their caseworkers would do if they did not provide 

“sufficient evidence.” Danielle, a young white single mother, was concerned about a 

letter that she received from OW requesting her to file for child support from her ex-

partner. Danielle’s ex-partner manipulated and emotionally abused her, would not let her 

leave her house, isolated her from her family and friends and was physically abusive. She 

explained that as a result, her mental health suffered greatly and she was still trying to 

                                                      

214
 In cases where the father is incarcerated or deceased, single mothers are often questioned about the 

identity of the father even though it may have been recorded in their file on multiple occasions. This is 

compounded by the reality that most recipients on OW have many caseworkers during their time on 

assistance. Lauren could not believe that caseworkers questioned her about the father of her child who was 

deceased for over seventeen years, “I just keep telling them that his dad passed when I was six months 

pregnant; they keep asking me where is he. Hello, I’m finished telling you guys every six months, every six 

months for seventeen years!” (TSM7–12, emphasis original). Whether separated, estranged or deceased, 

the relationships single mothers have with their ex-partners remain under perpetual scrutiny of welfare 

overseers.  
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recover from the abuse. Fearing for her safety, Danielle pleaded with her caseworker to 

drop the case because she knew that her ex-partner was on assistance himself and because 

she worried the claim would re-ignite his violence. The caseworker told her “straight up” 

that if “you don’t find the information, then I’m taking him to court and then you’ll be in 

more trouble” (KSM9-11). Several mothers reported instances when their caseworkers 

used intimidation and threats to gain compliance.  

By far, the biggest deterrent for complying with the Family Responsibility Office 

and caseworkers to secure support was fear – fear for their own lives and the lives of their 

children. Danielle’s mother Kate powerfully exposed the contradictions of enforced child 

support payments for women who have fled domestic violence, “you’re leaving an 

abusive situation; why do you wanna keep putting yourself back in that abusive situation 

to try to get information about your ex?” (KSM3-11). Megan, a white single mother who 

had previously lived in a women’s shelter and now works at one, noted that she sees 

many cases where sole-support mothers did not want their abusive ex-partners to pay 

child support because doing so legally permits a father’s access to his children as 

mandated under Family Law.
215

 While child support may be a reasonable request under 

normal circumstances, in cases of violence and abuse, children could be used to further 

harass or manipulate single mothers. Megan noted that her clients encounter this issue 

regularly, “it’s hard… watching all of the women that I work with that are forced to 

                                                      

215
 Unless there is a history of abuse that has been proven and documented, the court argues that it is in the 

best interests of the child to build a relationship with their father; granting access for visitation rights is 

emphasized in law. Single parents can avoid pursuing child support if it is fully documented that there is a 

violent history, that the father cannot be found or if the father is not working.  
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provide the information they have about their exes only for OW to go after them….But 

it’s the women who are accused of being the one that went after them not welfare” (ibid).  

The fear and trauma with which these single mothers live with is grounded in the 

reality that more violence and abuse is possible; several of the mothers emotionally 

expressed how the system puts them at risk for more abuse. Megan was weary about 

enforced child support and wanted nothing to do with her ex-partner who was physically 

abusive towards her: “Because it comes back to me, he hunts me down, he harasses me, 

he assaults me because ‘I’ took him to court; in reality it wasn’t me!” (PSM12-12, 

emphasis original). Similarly Barb a white single mother recalled, “I heard of cases 

where the mothers have actually gotten restraining orders against their exes and welfare 

still goes after them for support” (PSM10-12). Evidence documented by feminist scholars 

and lawyers within the VAW sector has repeatedly shown that children have been used as 

a tool to manipulate, control and further abuse and harass single mothers (Cross 2011; 

Mosher et al. 2004; Mosher 2011). However, it appears that OW’s “gender neutral” 

policies undermine the emotional and physical wellbeing (and safety) of recipients; it 

would seem that the bottom line often takes precedence over women’s well-being.  

In cases where women were unable to “prove” their abuse to the courts and law 

enforcement, and were subsequently denied restraining orders, mothers were terrified and 

extremely hesitant about contacting their ex-partners. For instance, Megan emotionally 

said, “had OW forced me to go after my ex for child support, he probably would have 

killed me” (PSM13-12). Danielle also recalled her own horrific incident when her ex-

partner was notified about child support payments; he was outraged and took it out on 
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Danielle, even though she wanted nothing to do with the court order and pleaded with the 

FRO to drop the case. Kate was upset by Danielle’s ex partner’s abusive reaction and 

worried for her daughter’s safety:  

We also know he’s already said, ‘you’re not getting it, fuck you’….He’s madder 

than hell…because his last paycheque from his boss was taken away from him 

because of housing and FRO. Well we didn’t know anything about it, because she 

[Danielle] was getting razzed by welfare to give the information. Well she knew 

damn well if she started that little firecracker, it was going to blow, and it has 

blown! (KSM3-11) 

 

The FRO is part of the heterosexist welfare surveillance apparatus that calls into question 

women’s sexuality and previous relationships. As demonstrated by the examples above, 

single mothers are often profoundly traumatized by investigations, enforced child support 

payments and paternity tests that call into question their morality, sexuality and capacity 

to be a “good mother.”  

8.3 The Children’s Aid Society: Single Mothers’ Encounters with Colonial Legacies 

and Racialized Surveillance 

 

The omnipresence of the Children’s Aid Society in low-income people’s lives, 

especially racialized and Aboriginal families, first came to my attention in 2010 at an 

anti-poverty conference panel at a Katarokwi Native Friendship Centre in Kingston, 

Ontario. Scholars, activists, advocates, community allies and the public gathered to hear a 

series of talks, presentations, storytelling and discussions about the intersections of 

poverty, gender and colonialism.
216

 An Aboriginal mother in the audience asked the 

                                                      

216
Instigate 2010: An anti-poverty and community-based conference held October 14-16

th
 in Kingston 

Ontario.  
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keynote speaker, “what about our children that are being removed from our homes? What 

are you doing about this? Why are we not talking about the CAS and the removal of our 

children?” This mother personally experienced the connections between welfare and the 

CAS, and her question exposed the intersections of gender, race, colonialism and class 

embedded in the practices of the welfare state. From the perspectives of single mothers 

on assistance, the following section illustrates how the CAS targets certain mothers (poor, 

racialized and Aboriginal). Additionally the connections between child welfare and 

ongoing projects of colonization are understood in relation to Aboriginal women’s 

struggles with their identities in a racist, colonized society. How do they cope with 

internalized feelings of unworthiness that are perpetuated by state biopower as well as 

widespread poor bashing, heterosexism, and the racist devaluation and demonization of 

Aboriginal mothers? 

Founded by J.J. Kelso, the first Children’s Aid Society was formed in Toronto in 

1891 as a semi-public agency that had “the legal power to remove children from their 

homes, supervise and manage children in municipal ‘shelters’ and collect monies from 

municipalities to cover the maintenance costs for wards. Societies at this time gained the 

status and prerogatives of legal guardians” (OACAS 2010).
217

 The Ontario Association of 

Children’s Aid Societies [OACAS] was established in 1912, with sixty CAS founded 

across Ontario between 1891 and 1912 (ibid). OACAS promoted and coordinated the 

work of CAS and together acted as strong advocates for the welfare and wellbeing of 

children (ibid). By 1984, in accordance with the Child and Family Service Act, the power 

                                                      

217
 See http://www.oacas.org/childwelfare/history.htm  

http://www.oacas.org/childwelfare/history.htm
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and scope of the CAS transformed from a semi-professional, volunteer-run organization 

into a professional service system (ibid). This occurred because for the first time in 

Ontario’s history, the Ontario government accepted “direct responsibility” for the 

delivery of services via public funding, agency reporting and supervision of the 

organization (ibid).  

Today, the CAS is a non-profit, partially state-funded family service. Its stated 

main purpose is “protecting children from physical, sexual and emotional abuse and 

neglect… keeping children safe, helping parents build healthy families and providing 

safe, nurturing environments for young people” (Family and Children’s Services of 

Frontenac, Lennox and Addington: 2015). The CAS largely accomplishes these mandates 

through reports and anonymous tips of child abuse and neglect that can come from a host 

of different places: family, neighbours, schools, landlords, police, OW caseworkers, 

therapists and counsellors.
218

 The CAS serves an important role in protecting children 

and youth from neglectful and abusive homes. In addition to their protective services, the 

CAS also provides support to youth once they leave care. The Ottawa branch of the CAS 

                                                      

218
 Individuals living in social housing have heightened fears about their neighbours calling CAS, by-law 

enforcement, the police and welfare fraud hotlines. As well, these policing bodies have long-standing 

relationships and are known to cooperate and share information for investigations and surveillance. A call 

to a hotline has severe consequences and results in more authorities intervening in marginalized people’s 

lives, putting them at risk for criminalization. For instance, when the police are called to a domestic dispute 

and there are children present, it is mandatory for the police to inform the CAS. The CAS then appoints a 

caseworker who follows up with a home visit to investigate the home, parents and children. In reference to 

domestic violence, the CAS states, “sometimes women who are being abused end up being investigated by 

the CAS. The CAS does this because it is concerned that the adult abuse is affecting the child’s safety and 

well-being” 
 
(Family Law and Education for Women http://www.onefamilylaw.ca/en/childprotection/, 

emphasis added). This logic reveals the impetus for zero-tolerance or double-charging policies aligning the 

CAS with the mandates of the police and courts. As such, even though the CAS is not a fully state-funded 

organization, it does perform the work of the state in many ways.  

http://www.onefamilylaw.ca/en/childprotection/
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reports “[w]ith significant support from donors and community partners, the Foundation 

has provided over $1,000,000 in bursaries to young adults who are in the care, or were 

formerly in the care, of CAS to assist with their post-secondary education” (Gardner 

2011). The Ottawa CAS is also committed to providing an additional “$250,000 in 

funding to allow children and youth to participate in recreational and cultural activities, to 

attend day and overnight camps and to provide essential items such as clothing and 

furniture” (ibid). As such, their services extend beyond protection to help foster healthy 

young individuals whether it be through bursaries for post-secondary education or 

recreational activities crucial for the mental health and wellbeing of children and youth. 

While I am not contesting the important role of the CAS in protecting vulnerable 

children, my research has demonstrated that the intrusion of CAS in the lives of low-

income families, particularly those headed by single mothers, racialized women, and 

Aboriginal women, is profound and deserves a closer look.  

There are some compelling similarities between Ontario’s child welfare services 

that were established in the early 1900s and modern welfare practices and policies: 

surveillance and moral regulation of single mothers continues to be a central mechanism 

for child welfare workers to oversee and regulate the behaviours of marginalized women. 

These regulatory bodies participate in “othering” marginalized women and casting them 

as incapable of mothering on their own.
219

 Similar to OW, the modern CAS regularly 

                                                      

219
 Little’s (1995, 1998) research documented the historical linkages between the CAS and early welfare 

policies, demonstrating how the CAS had a vested interest in the early development of Mother’s 

Allowance. The CAS positioned themselves as “authorities” and “experts” to help develop the 

administration of welfare, however, they were adamantly against mothers working and argued that children 
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employs surveillance to collect data via home visits, follow-up interviews, seizure of 

documents and ongoing investigations. Poor families are disproportionately affected by 

CAS-mandated surveillance because violence within poorer families is more visible due 

to the heightened levels of surveillance yielded against them (Krull 2011: 18).
220

 This 

oversight is exacerbated by surveillance mashups between social service and government 

agencies (Family Court, CAS, FROs and OW).  

Yet the CAS yields even more power than OW because the organization can 

remove children from their homes. Arguably, the CAS epitomizes the “presumption that 

poverty and bad parenting are inextricably linked” (Caragata 2008: 68). In combination 

with systemic racism and colonial legacies, the CAS is a powerful regulator of Aboriginal 

families. While women of colour and Aboriginal women may confront various 

surveillance mechanisms, they may also experience different forms of discrimination, 

regulation or lack of support depending on the intersections of their experiences. The 

evidence of biopower in racialized single mothers’ lives, specifically Aboriginal women, 

is indicative of the state’s continued colonial legacy of regulating particular bodies and 

populations. Child welfare agencies, such as the CAS, determine who has the privilege of 

motherhood and who has the right to raise Aboriginal children. Overwhelmingly 

                                                                                                                                                              

of working moms were delinquents. Also, they were the first to suggest strict monitoring and surveillance 

of single mothers (ibid: 11). At the time, surveillance was perceived as vital to “helping” single mothers 

become “good mothers” (ibid: 46).  
220

 Krull makes the compelling argument that “the ostensible prevalence of family violence in poor non-

nuclear families is partly due to their higher surveillance, and that the invisibility of violence in largely 

middle- and upper-class nuclear families has been largely due to romanticizing the nuclear family as a 

place of loving and supportive relationships between equals” (2011:20, emphasis added). Krull argues that 

women who enter traditional heteronormative nuclear families are at risk for gendered violence due to 

patriarchal hierarchies that shape unequal relations within the family (ibid).  
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Aboriginal children are placed in white foster homes, alienating them from their culture 

and denying them access to their biological parents. These trends are disturbingly similar 

to that of the era of Residential Schools and the Sixties Scoop only the numbers are even 

greater now (Blackstock 2007; Fournier and Crey 1997; Landertinger 2011; Lawrence 

2004; Trocmé et al. 2004).
221

 Welfare and the CAS are fundamentally invested in the 

biopolitical project of regulating and disciplining poor, racialized, “deviant” single 

mothers who digress from white, middle-class, heteronormative family structures.  

8.3.1 Biopolitical Regulation of Aboriginal Women’s Sexuality and Reproduction 

 

The biopolitical regulation of Aboriginal women’s reproduction precedes the 

origins of the CAS. The colonial impacts of genocide, reserves, Residential Schools, the 

Sixties Scoop, assimilation and the Indian Act have been widely documented and 

critiqued by Indigenous and anti-racist scholars (Baines and Freeman 2011; Carter 2008; 

Emberley 2001; Dua 1999; Fournier and Crey 1997; Jaimes-Guerrero 2003; Landertinger 

2011; Lawrence 2004, 2008; Smith 1999; Smith 2005; O’Connor 2010; Trocmé et al. 

2004). These authors have challenged the ongoing removal of Aboriginal children from 

their homes in conjunction with the disenfranchisement and devaluation of Aboriginal 

mothers.  

                                                      

221
 The Sixties Scoop refers to the forced removal of Aboriginal children from their families from 1960–

1980; it is estimated that more than 20,000 children were removed from their families and placed in foster 

homes or adopted (Fournier and Crey 1997). The impact of the Sixties Scoop has been devastating and 

reminds us of the harmful colonial practices for the ”good” and “welfare” that the Canadian state continues 

to impose upon Aboriginal peoples. “The long-term implementation and destructive intergenerational 

impacts of Canadian government policies during the Sixties Scoop are consistent with the United Nations 

definition for cultural genocide. Article 2 of the 1948 United Nations Convention on the Prevention and 

Punishment of the Crime of Genocide” (O’Connor 2010). 
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Aboriginal women have experienced significant state enforced regulation of their 

reproduction since early colonization, which was formalized under sterilization laws in 

some provinces, such as British Colombia and Alberta. Specifically, the Alberta Sexual 

Sterilization Act 1928 legalized consensual and compulsory sterilization of more than 

3,000 “unfit” individuals between 1928 and 1972. Research has documented that 

Aboriginal women were disproportionately represented in the ranks of the sterilized as 

authorities considered them to be “mentally defective” and “incapable of intelligent 

parenthood” (Boyer 2006). Even though the Aboriginal population in Alberta during the 

Sterilization Act hovered at two to three percent, six percent of those sterilized were 

Aboriginal. Andrea Smith (2005) argues that the state is concerned with regulating 

Aboriginal women’s reproduction because Aboriginal people represent a racial “threat” 

to the colonial project.
222

 Racially “othering” them as “defective” and “incapable” 

dehumanized Aboriginal women and justified their sterilization and the removal of their 

children from their custody.  

Not only have Aboriginal women been overtly discouraged from having children, 

those with children have long been under significant scrutiny and surveillance from state 

authorities and various social workers. The result has been a disproportionate number of 

Aboriginal children in foster care (Fournier and Crey 1997). For more than a hundred 

                                                      

222
 In the U.S., Smith’s (2005) research reveals that “voluntary sterilizations” of Medicaid recipients that 

began in the 1970s targeted people of colour. In 1976, 3,001 Native women of childbearing age (5 percent 

of the population) had been sterilized. Smith further notes that the state’s encouragement of unsafe 

contraception such as Depo-Provera and Norplant “became frontline weapons in the war against the poor 

and populations of colour” (2005:88). Today, “Project Prevention” pays low-income, racialized drug-

addicted mothers to sterilize themselves in exchange for money (ibid: 86). The state’s investment in racist 

biopolitical population control is undeniable.  
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years, the Canadian state has justified the removal of Aboriginal children by reproducing 

stereotypes about Aboriginal mothers being “inferior” and “incapable” of mothering.  

Today, it is estimated that there are more Aboriginal children living in out-of-

home care than during the era of Residential Schools and the Sixties Scoop combined 

(Blackstock 2007; Fournier and Crey 1997; Landertinger 2011; Lawrence 2004; Trocmé 

et al. 2004). According to the 2013 Statistics Canada National Household Survey, 48 

percent of the 30,000 children in foster care are Aboriginal (First Nations Child and 

Family Caring Society of Canada 2013; Statistics Canada 2013; Vandna, Trocme, Fallon, 

MacLarin, Fast and Prokop 2011). In a 2010 report, the National Collaborating Centre for 

Aboriginal Health noted, “[m]ost alarming is that large numbers of Aboriginal children 

receive the most intensive child welfare intervention: removal from the home and 

placement in care. These apprehensions appear to be increasing, at least for First Nations 

children” (2010:2). Both of the Aboriginal mothers I interviewed were negatively 

impacted by child welfare agencies and felt that their personal lives and homes were 

subject to regular intrusions that questioned their capacity and right to mother.  

Today, the CAS plays a significant role in the biopolitical regulation of 

Aboriginal peoples and Aboriginal women specifically. Recent studies have found that 

the children of Aboriginal, new immigrant
223

 and racialized women are at greater risk of 

removal by the CAS than children of impoverished white women (Cross 2011; Fournier 

                                                      

223
 According to legal experts in the Violence Against Women movement, immigrant women also 

experience more intensive interventions from the CAS (Cross 2011: 23), suggesting that the CAS is more 

intensely involved in biopolitical regulation of racialized families. Interestingly, none of the non-Aboriginal 

women of colour I interviewed mentioned the CAS. This is not to say that they are not exposed to visits 

from the CAS but rather it is more likely that they chose not to discuss it.   
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and Crey 1997; Krull 2011; Landertinger 2011; Lawrence 2004; Trocmé et al. 2004). For 

instance, Trocmé et al. (2004) report that in some provinces up to 80 percent of children 

in out-of-home care are Aboriginal even though the population of Aboriginal children in 

Canada is 5 percent (578). More recently, Krull’s (2011) research found, “Aboriginal 

children continue to constitute the largest percentage of children in foster care in Canada 

– approximately 40 percent – which means that about 5 percent of all Aboriginal children 

are still being removed from their homes” (18).  

The two Aboriginal mothers I interviewed were acutely cognizant of the CAS’ 

rules and regulations in ways that the non-Aboriginal women I interviewed were not. 

They regularly watch in horror as their family’s, neighbours’ and friends’ children are 

removed from their homes. One of the women had one of her children taken out of her 

custody and the other asked that I not include the custody status of her children. These 

stories were difficult and heartbreaking, and I was brought to tears alongside the 

participants as they spoke. Julia affirmed that Aboriginal people feel targeted by CAS, 

“being Native is even worse … my friend’s going through it right now and the CAS said 

‘oh, we just wanna be involved because your daughter can’t speak for herself and she’s 

under six months’ ” (KSM17-11). Simply “being Native” is a reason to be investigated, 

red flagged and to potentially lose custody of one’s child.   

Two of the interviewees referenced their Aboriginal status. However, for the most 

part they distanced themselves from their Aboriginal roots for reasons unique to their 

own experiences of colonialism, sexism, racism and assimilation. Emma and Julia 

struggled with their Aboriginal identities because they had grown up in urban settings, 
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removed from their traditional culture and isolated from the urban Aboriginal 

community. Emma was cautious about revealing her Native status; she told me where she 

was born and that her mother was Native but beyond that she did not discuss it. She 

admitted that she had a difficult time “trusting” people and kept to herself. However, she 

did allude to the discrimination that Natives endure, which perhaps explains why she felt 

the need to keep her Native background private: “I was watching a show about the 

Indians, the Native people…we’ve got such a big problem in our society; nobody cares, 

nobody gives a crap,” Emma said, frustrated (KSM1-11). By contrast, Julia felt pressured 

by her mother, a survivor of Residential Schools, to follow Christian beliefs. Yet, Julia 

also yearned to connect with her Aboriginal roots, “I feel that I’m connected with the 

Aboriginal ways in a sense, but I find it hard because I was brought up Christian too so 

I’m trying to balance both of them” (KSM17-11). Julia’s friends encouraged her to apply 

for a Status Card to access more governmental support to which she is legally entitled.
224

  

However, she responded, “my mom doesn’t like it being brought up getting status... I 

kinda gotta respect my mom too” (KSM17-11). 

Emma and Julia navigated the intersections of poverty, gender and colonialism in 

complex ways. Despite their efforts to remain strong, both had internalized negative 

stereotypes based on racist colonial myths of Aboriginal mothers.
225

 Julia’s experience 

                                                      

224
 Also known as the “Certificate of Indian Status,” the Status Card is an identity document “to confirm 

that the cardholder is registered as a Status Indian under the Indian Act. The Status Card is provided to 

assist registered Indians in accessing a wide range of entitlements, programs and services administered by 

federal agencies, provincial governments and other private-sector program and service providers. Annually, 

about 85,000 Status Cards are issued and about 75,000 life events (such as births, deaths and marriages) are 

recorded in the Indian Registration System” (see Aboriginal Affairs and Northern Development Canada).  
225

 See Smith (2005) on how Aboriginal communities may internalize racism, patriarchy and colonialism.  
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with the CAS was so awful and painful that she could barely verbalize what had 

happened to her and asked that I not include it here. So many Aboriginal mothers suffer 

in silence, bearing the burden of stigmatization and oppression, which leaves them with 

few outlets to express their pain and seek justice. Emma’s encounters with the CAS left 

her feeling demoralized and unworthy of mothering her own children. She came to 

believe that her son might be better off in a middle-class, non-Native foster home where 

he could receive more toys, clothes and nutritious food:  

The CAS know when they walk into your home and the instant they know you are 

poor, that’s it, that’s when they start digging. Ya, let’s take that child out of the 

home and let’s place him in a group home or foster home, ’cause they’ll get 

whatever they want….And they are government agents and you – you can’t say 

nothin’, you can’t go after their jobs, ’cause you know what they’ll say, you’re 

poor, you’re lower class, get out of here (KSM1-11). 

 

Emma’s quote reveals how gender, colonial and poverty discourses about marginalized 

women’s mothering capacities are internalized – she associates a better life for her child 

with middle-class consumer goods that she is unable to offer her son.
226

  

Emma noted that during one of the visits from the CAS the worker did not impart 

the rules and legalities concerning the removal of her children from her home, which 

exemplifies the power of the CAS. She was convinced that her CAS worker was breaking 

the rules by trying to remove her youngest son from her home when the warrant specified 

her older son and stated the “child” (not “children”)  – Emma was unsure how to 

                                                      

226
 On another note, Emma articulated that public schools that claim to act in the best interest of children 

report information regarding the children of low-income mothers to the CAS and OW. She was frustrated 

that schools ignore the contextual realities of poverty and instead portray poor mothers as morally bad or 

unfit, “you gotta send them to school with the proper snacks; if you don’t…your kid goes to school hungry. 

Then you know who phones? The school phones the CAS to come investigate your home, wondering why 

your kid is hungry” (KSM1-11). Exasperated, she shook her head and continued, “you can’t win either 

way, you just cannot win, you can’t win” (ibid). 
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challenge the worker and was worried that if she did it would make her situation even 

worse: 

There were no real issues….The CAS visit was over behavioural issues with my 

oldest boy. She comes in and sweeps up my young boy because of a lack of 

appointments. She said I was ignoring his needs for appointments for speech 

therapy. But at the time I didn’t think he needed it because kids have their own 

developmental times and delays….If he wasn’t talking before he hits school 

alright let’s start looking into it... (ibid). 

 

In this case, Emma’s knowledge and expertise as the mother were completely ignored as 

child welfare authorities assumed that she was unfit because her son was not going to 

speech therapy sessions. Furthermore, Emma was very upset by these exchanges with the 

CAS worker who entered her home and made judgements about her as a mother. 

Recalling this incident her voice was shaky and she was visibly angry; yet her anger at 

the system and her desire to confront authorities was consumed and pacified by the fear 

of losing her son: 

I think when they come into your home, you are definitely judged…What do you 

have in your home for your children? If you don’t have it they’re all over you – 

you don’t have flat screen TVs and nice clothing on their backs, okay your poor, 

let’s start picking. We know you’re on welfare, let’s start picking away. K, let’s 

go and see what you got in your cupboards. Let’s see what your kids got up in the 

bedroom.... That’s when they start. When they walk into your home and the 

instant they know you are poor, that’s it, that’s when they start digging. Ya, let’s 

take that child out of the home and place him in a group home or foster home, 

’cause they’ll get whatever they want there (KSM1-11).  

 

Emma and Julia both believed that the CAS targets Aboriginal families. As Julia 

witnessed, “[t]here’s other people that they just seem to harass, like my friend…has an 11 

year old daughter and she is a good mom but now because of a circumstance and her 

boyfriend’s Native, boom she has the CAS involved” (KSM17-11, emphasis original). 
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Many single, poor, Aboriginal mothers are denied the right to autonomously parent their 

children and make decisions about their own children’s lives.  

My research found that Aboriginal women experience the harshest intervention 

from the CAS, however, the CAS intrusions into the homes of poor single mothers is not 

limited to Aboriginal women. Almost half of the non-Aboriginal single mothers 

interviewed had encountered the CAS at some point. Six (33 percent) of the single 

mothers whom I interviewed reported interactions and investigations with the CAS.
227

 

Lauren, a second-generation Portuguese immigrant, had the CAS show up at her home 

because of an anonymous call from a neighbour who reported that she was doing illegal 

drugs. Danielle, a young white mother, interacted with the CAS when she reported her 

ex-husband to the authorities for domestic abuse. Megan, a white single mother, also had 

CAS involvement because she reported her ex to the police when she fled to a shelter for 

safety. Barb, a young white single mother to three children, had a positive relationship 

with both the CAS and the police, who were helping protect her from her abusive ex-

partner.
228

 Overall, single mothers revealed that they all experience different encounters 

with the CAS unique to their own situations and social locations, but aside from one 

individual, their CAS encounters were largely invasive,  negative and unwanted.  

 

                                                      

227
 Because I am relying on mothers’ self-disclosure of the involvement of various regulatory bodies in 

their lives, this number may even be higher.  
228

 Barb’s relationship with CAS and police authorities was unusual; she was the only interviewee who had 

a good relationship with these institutions. She stated, “it’s good to know that you have services on your 

side that will help out” (PSM10-12). Her case was extreme in that her ex-partner was stalking her, breaking 

into her apartment and trashing her belongings. Regardless of the help she was receiving, Barb was still 

sensitive to the stigmatization associated with the CAS’ involvement in her personal life.  
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8.4 Stigmatization and Welfare Surveillance: Intersections of Gender, Race, Class 

and Indigeneity  

 

Single mothers identified several important areas of surveillance they encountered 

outside the purview of Ontario Works, specifically social housing, the Welfare Dental 

Office and food banks. Their narratives are telling of how interconnected these services 

are with the workings of the welfare surveillance apparatus and the extent to which 

information is communicated among these social services. Alongside surveillance, 

mothers affirmed that dealing with these agencies can be stigmatizing, dehumanizing, 

intensely patronizing and often it is difficult to satisfy the extensive eligibility criteria of 

these services. Speaking about social housing administrators, Julia said, “being on 

welfare, you’re just a bum, you’re not even looking for work, which isn’t true…. As a 

single mother, we never asked to raise the kids by ourselves,” (KSM2-11). When single 

mothers fail to become ideal market citizens by, for instance, straying from the labour 

market, or they fail to fulfill the heteronormative nuclear family ideal, they often become 

scapegoats for media, politicians and policymakers who blame them for the problems and 

woes of society (Bannerji 2000; Chunn and Gavigan 2004, 2006a; Kohler-Hausmann 

2007; Little 1998, 2001; Mirichandani and Chan 2007; Mosher and Hermer 2005; 

Swanson 2001). Racist, classist, heterosexist stereotypes dehumanize single mothers on 

welfare as suspect and potentially incompetent mothers therefore the children must be 

removed and “saved” from the home and/or the mothers must undergo extensive personal 

work and re-training to become self-sufficient and independent from welfare. The public 

is encouraged to participate in the “community” surveillance of poor mothers by making 
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reports to welfare fraud hotlines, by-law enforcement and child welfare agencies, 

inevitably widening the surveillance gaze. Stigmatization not only ensures that they stay 

on the margins of society, but it also engrains the belief that single mothers ought to be 

under constant watch. Fiona a young white single mother pointed out that discourses of 

abuse and fraud are always present: 

Especially with four kids…I know people look at me like ‘oh my God, look at her 

with four kids,’ and I look young. I’m only 24 but I look young, so the way they 

look at you is hard and you feel like even when you go into Ontario Works or you 

go into certain places…you can tell they totally look down upon you…like you’re a 

mom on welfare, you’re abusing the system, or whatever (PSM14-12).  

 

Single mothers on assistance are haunted by poor-bashing, gender and racialized 

stereotypes that stigmatize and dehumanize them everywhere they go, permeating every 

corner of their lives.  

8.4.1 Social Housing, Surveillance and Stigmatization 

 

Social housing is essential for low-income individuals and families. 

Accompanying this security, however, is the expansion of surveillance from other 

tenants, housing officials and property owners, and subsequently, stigmatization. Of 11 

(61%) single mothers I interviewed who lived in social housing, 5 were racialized, 4 were 

white and 2 were Aboriginal. These women emphasized that they felt scrutinized and 

watched even within the privacy of their own homes. Privacy is a privilege that poor 

mothers are often systemically denied. Although social housing supports (rent geared to 

income, subsidized housing, and affordable housing) are important for low-income 

people, the single mothers I interviewed felt that they were under constant watch and had 
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to report personal details of their lives that they felt were unnecessary and invasive.
229

 

They explained that social housing is confusing, disorganized, inaccessible and heavily 

bureaucratic. The application for social housing alone is extensive, requiring applicants to 

provide personal information about their dependents, income, criminal records, previous 

rental agreements, health status and so on.
230

 Once the twelve-page application is 

completed, it is reviewed by the social housing registry where the data is electronically 

recorded, and the Central Waiting List (database) ranks applicants on a hierarchy of 

“need.”
231

 Social housing also requests verification of the applicant’s OW benefits and 

                                                      

229
 In 1997, the PC Harris government announced that it would download social housing responsibilities 

onto municipalities through the Local Services Realignment [LSR], which they claimed was a “step 

towards more efficient and cost effective government in Ontario” (Local Services Realignment: A User’s 

Guide 1999: 1.3). Guided by neoliberal principles of cost reduction and efficiency, the LSR user guide 

assisted municipalities to modernize services, be more accountable to taxpayers, streamline service delivery 

and reduce duplication (ibid: 1.4). Since 2000, under the Social Housing Reform Act [SHRA] legislated by 

the PC Harris government, the SHRA downloaded social housing responsibilities from the province onto 

municipalities, altering a publically funded and government-supported social service. In true neoliberal 

form, the PCs largely removed the Ontario government from the responsibilities (financial and 

administrative) of managing social housing, putting the responsibilities onto municipalities. However, 

because the province does at times allocate some financial monies to the Housing Services Corporation, the 

corporation must comply with the provincial government’s requirements and risk assessments. Because the 

provincial government regulates the funding, they have notable influence on the direction of Housing 

Services. Under the SHRA (2000), the province passed legislation that downloaded over 225,000 social 

housing units onto municipal housing. From 2002 to 2012, the Social Housing Services Corporation 

[SHSC] provided services for social housing providers (including non-profit housing, cooperative housing 

and public housing) in the form of bulk purchasing insurance and investment opportunities. In 2011, the 

Housing Services Corporation was the successor to the SHSC. Note how the “social” is replaced with 

“corporation” in the title, discursively demonstrating the privatization of social housing (see HSC “How we 

Work” https://www.hscorp.ca/about-hsc/how-we-work/).   
230

 The housing waiting list is between 6 months to 8 years in Kingston, 3 to 5 years in Peterborough, and 2 

to 7 years in Toronto (Housing Services Corporation 2013).  
231

 Depending on a variety of circumstances, applicants may be asked to complete up to twelve additional 

forms to “prove” various eligibility criteria (e.g. homelessness, OW benefits, life insurance, employment 

verification, verification of assets, custody documents, and verification of abuse). Thus social housing 

employs surveillance and information gathering similar to that of OW. For example, social housing requires 

applicants to keep their files updated “to remain on the centralized waiting list and maintain your eligibility 

status. It is your responsibility to notify the Social Housing Registry of any changes in information or 

documents you previously submitted to the housing provider” (Housing Services Corporation 2013).  

https://www.hscorp.ca/about-hsc/how-we-work/
http://www.cityofkingston.ca/residents/community-services/housing/social/providers
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their caseworker’s contact information.
232

 This process explicitly links the welfare 

surveillance apparatus of OW to other social services indicating how surveillance 

continues to be a key mechanism in regulating the poor.  

Recipients in this study were concerned about the surveillance imposed upon 

them from both OW and social housing authorities. Claire a single mother of colour 

pointed out that any changes to OW policy coincide directly with individuals’ capability 

to secure safe and affordable housing, thus linking stigmatization, surveillance and 

regulation to systemic poverty and inequality:  

Ontario Works is finding more and more ways to disentitle people. So then people 

can’t afford places to live and what happens then? They end up in shelter systems. 

They end up in rooming houses where conditions are bad. They get sicker. What 

happens then? Health care costs kick in….Or if they are in a bad situation, they 

get in trouble with the law. Then we have the criminal justice side that kicks in 

(TSM2-12).  

 

Additionally, mothers who fled domestic violence reported that they had to attend a 

special meeting to plead their case to a social housing officer, once again having to re-tell 

their traumatic stories of abuse and violence. In accordance with provincial guidelines, 

“Special Priority” is a category reserved specifically for victims of abuse, and the social 

housing registry must ensure that these applicants receive priority on the waiting list.
233

 

As in other social services, there is the potential for those in positions of power to abuse 

their status and belittle recipients who are trying to access help. To make matters worse, 

social housing workers are not necessarily trained to deal with those in crisis or those 
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 To view this form see Appendix G.  

233
 See City of Kingston (2014b) “Public Information Guide: On Rent-Geared to Income Assistance and 

Special Needs Housing.” The section on abuse does not mention women or children, victim’s services or 

anything else aside from the rules and regulations around special needs. What does the omission of the 

victims and services that could assist them from these public documents infer to the public?  
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who are experiencing abuse and trauma. In one city, the subsidized housing officer was 

notorious for being a “nasty” man who often brought women pleading their cases to tears. 

“He’s not nice at all…he has to read women. He has to realize whether women are lying 

or telling the truth….I know he has to do this but you’re scaring the shit out of these 

women; they’re coming from abused men,” recalled Fiona (PSM14-12). 

Those who had been lucky enough to secure social housing (some were denied or 

on long waiting lists) were quick to realize that the compromise they had made was the 

complete loss of their privacy. Gloria, a white single mother with three biracial grown 

children, two grandchildren and an adopted nephew who was Aboriginal, said that OW 

and housing were “nosey” and she was surprised that “they didn’t ask me for my 

underwear colour and bra size” (KSM18-11). Fiona a young white single mother lives in 

social housing and had a great deal of complaints about the living conditions and the lack 

of privacy. She desperately wants to finish her education, find a good job and move out 

of social housing to secure her independence and obtain some level of privacy and 

dignity: 

I hate it, I absolutely do. The neighbors are extremely nosey. The house is full of  

mold….Housing doesn’t like to do very much of anything. You have to push 

them to get a lock changed… they charged me 50 dollars just to come put a new 

lock in the hole. 50 dollars!....I would love to get a house somewhere else. I hate 

it there. Once she’s old enough to go to daycare… and I go back to school, I 

would love to be able to make enough money to get off Ontario Works and get 

my own house (PSM14-12, emphasis original).  

 

Racialized single mothers from Toronto felt exceptionally surveiled, trapped, judged and 

harassed in social housing or co-ops because of gossip and infighting. Tenants with 

similar financial hardships who live in close quarters come to know each other’s lives 
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and welfare authorities count on this fact for reports to the welfare fraud hotline. 

Surveillance of single mothers over the past 20 years has increased due to anonymous 

tips to the welfare fraud hotlines, child welfare agencies and by-law enforcement. “It’s 

just constant people phoning on each other, whether they’re friends or not,” said Emma 

(KSM1-11). Some mothers found that anonymous tips could often be traced back to 

disgruntled neighbours or angry ex-partners resulting in various investigations and 

reviews, or what Gilliom (2001) calls the “persistent potential blackmail.”
234

  

 In addition to being watched by neighbours and ex-partners, authorities such as 

caseworkers, social workers, CAS, police, housing, and landlords, by-law officers are 

granted full access to low-income single mothers’ homes to conduct their inspections, 

investigations, reviews and assessments. Since the OWA 1997 workfare model that 

moved single mothers into the workforce, home visits by caseworkers have become less 

common. However, with the expansion of neoliberal welfare policies, there has 

correspondingly been an “expansion of regulatory functions of the state” (Bumiller 2008: 

6).
235

 As such, additional organizations (both private and public, state and non-state) have 

become ever more invested in managing, surveilling and regulating marginalized 

women’s personal lives.  

Non-consensual visits from property owners, police, by-law enforcement and the 

CAS has amplified mothers’ loss of personal privacy within their homes; home visits 

                                                      

234
 Feminist scholars have found similar findings; see Mosher et al. 2004.  

235
 Indeed, workfare alone has spurred hundreds of “broker agencies,” both private and public organizations 

that assist individuals to develop résumés, provide employment-related workshops and find clients 

employment and volunteer placements. Vaillancourt argues, “these agencies become another vehicle of 

enforcement and discipline of state regulations” (2010: 73). 
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were extremely dehumanizing, distressing and a violation of their personal space. Single 

mothers’ trepidation was heightened by the risk that “observations” recorded by 

authorities could result in their worst fear – the removal of their children from the home. 

Emma was particularly sensitive to the invasion of her privacy from various authorities 

and argued that being poor put her at risk for judgements and “picking” through her 

private home life. She felt discriminated by those who entered her home and associated 

certain appearances and consumer goods (middle class standards) with the wellbeing of 

her children demonstrating the significantly classed undertones of home visits.  

Local media, politicians, policymakers, the police and occupants themselves all 

perpetuate the stigmatization of social housing. Such stigmatization paints social housing 

tenants as potential criminals, drug addicts, life skills challenged and lacking work 

ethic.
236

 Mothers felt guilty and ashamed for having to access social-housing services that 

labelled and subsequently stigmatized their families. Claire, a single mother of colour, 

who receives ODSP and is a part-time community advocate in Regent Park, criticized the 

media for circulating stereotypes about those who live in social housing: “those poor 

people are undeserving and they don’t appreciate anything. Those are the messages that 

are being dictated through these media stories…it’s all ‘those immigrants’ that are 

undeserving taking everything from everybody else” (TSM2-12). The mothers I spoke 

with were acutely aware of the stereotypes and stigma associated with the social housing, 

yet had few housing options available to them because OW benefits are so low and few 

                                                      

236
 This is not to say that there are units without issues; however, rather than addressing root causes and 

challenging property owners who neglect basic health and safety codes, residents are blamed for the 

“culture of poverty” in which they apparently choose to live.  
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had family supports they could lean on temporarily. White single mother Annie referred 

to feeling “segregated” and “automatically judged in the worst way” because she lived in 

social housing (PSM16-12). Annie found out that her oldest son, Matt, had a friend who 

was asked by his mother to stop seeing Matt because he lived in a housing complex; this 

mother felt that Matt was a bad influence on her son. Annie was extremely upset and 

contacted the mother to discuss the situation and emphasized that all neighbourhoods 

have their problems and that it should not be a reason for their kids to end their 

friendship: “I wanted her to know I pay out the ass to live there. And no, I’m not just 

like…all those drug addicts…every place no matter where you live has drug 

addicts….Well for some reason all these low-income places are considered you know 

scumville, the hood, whatever, and that’s not fair” (PSM16-12).  

 In addition, poor living conditions in combination with stigmatization negatively 

impacted some mothers’ mental health. Single mothers consulted in this study cited 

countless stories of substandard social housing where mold, overcrowding, cockroaches, 

bedbugs, broken-down appliances and unsafe conditions (such as the lack of security and 

the absence of proper locks) left them feeling insecure, overcrowded and unhealthy 

within their homes. Sylvia, a Black single mother with three daughters, had grown up in a 

housing co-op and had lived there her whole life. She was disputing with the co-op’s 

board to get a larger apartment because her daughters were getting older and were 

arguing all the time because of their cramped living conditions. Although she called the 

co-op home, Sylvia was extremely stressed by the long waiting list and bureaucracy 

associated with obtaining a larger apartment. Sylvia also struggles with a host of mental 
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health problems including depression, fatigue and anxiety, which she said were 

aggravated by her cramped living conditions. “Due to my situation, I’m depressed and I 

feel so claustrophobic in my house…. Every day I feel sick in the place. I wake up and I 

feel sick stomach; I just want to get out of there… I don’t want to live there anymore... I 

just want out” (TSM6-12).  

8.4.2 Surveillance and Stigmatization in Other Community Services   

 

There is no one-stop shop for single mothers on social assistance. It has been 

widely documented that welfare recipients must access a multitude of social services and 

charities in order to make ends meet because welfare payment rates are terribly 

inadequate (Athumani and Pereira 2012; Caragata and Alcalde 2014; Lightman et al. 

2003; Little 1998; Paradis, Bardy, Cummings, Wallis and Kwok 2008; Townsend 2000). 

In this section, I will address two examples that were brought up by interviewees: the 

Welfare Dental Office and community food banks. It takes a significant amount of time, 

resources and energy to meet the deadlines and eligibility criteria in order to gain access 

to social services and charities. Single mothers in this study proclaimed that the Welfare 

Dental Office and the food bank are stigmatizing and also perpetuate surveillance.  

Sisters Dianne and Annie found that their experiences with the Welfare Dental 

Office were by far the most humiliating they had ever had while on assistance, “it’s the 

way they make you feel like, if you’re on Ontario Works, we can’t give you the good 

quality dental service that you deserve” (Diane PSM15-12). The dental clinic is located in 

the Peterborough Square, a mall that also houses several non-profit services, storefronts, 
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a food court and office space. However, because the clinic is situated in a mall that is 

located in a central location downtown, it is highly visible. This meant that recipients 

who attend the clinic felt exposed and vulnerable to stigma and judgements. Annie 

remarked, “it’s humiliating and centers you out. Oh, there’s another person going into the 

Welfare Dental Office” (Annie, PSM16-12). Feeling watched and judged is a 

predominant way that single mothers on assistance experience surveillance. 

Food banks are an essential charity that recipients in my study had to access, 

usually at the end of the month when budgets were tight. However, food banks have 

deterrence mechanisms built into the application process. Due to the stigmatization 

associated with food banks and charities, as well as the associated threat of surveillance, 

some mothers went without help.
237

 Illustrating this hindrance, Jane a white single mother 

who recently secured a full time job, affirmed that food banks are not a simple drop-in 

process. She explained that one must first “make a phone call, let them know who you 

are, what sort of help you need the first time. Then you go in for an appointment and then 

you can come back and pick up your food. So, it’s a process again; it’s not just this free-

for-all, come and get some grub” (KSM12-11). Women reported that it was “humiliating” 

to go to the food bank and they made efforts to hide it from their children. Other mothers 

like Diane said that she often skipped meals to ensure that her daughter had breakfast, 

lunch for school, snacks and a proper dinner. Julia an Aboriginal single mother recalled 

                                                      

237
 Even service providers recognized the intense stigmatization that low-income people experience while 

trying to access charities and services. Dan, a researcher from Daily Bread, one of the largest food banks in 

Toronto, was shocked at the level of stigmatization that those accessing food banks must endure: “[it] really 

keep[s] them down and that’s not something I learned about in school…I didn’t realize the extent” (TA1–

12). 
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frustrations with the food bank when she was denied access, “get this, I had not used the 

food bank in over a year they had to update my file to tell me that I didn’t qualify 

anymore” (KSM17-11). Her anger mounted and she became visibly upset, “I’m not 

abusing your system. Obviously if I haven’t been here in over a year, I haven’t abused 

your system...and then I feel belittled for askin’ for some help!” (KSM17-11, emphasis 

original). According to Claire, the stigmatization that mothers experience while accessing 

various services “reinforces the notion that single mothers can’t make it because they’ve 

made it more difficult for them, and who are the people that are ending up in the most 

poverty? It’s been women, particularly women of colour, so then they’re stigmatized in 

society on so many levels” (TSM2-12). Claire’s powerful intersectional critique of social 

services and charities demonstrates how stigmatization and surveillance are deeply 

interconnected.  

The surveillance facilitated by charities remains largely unchallenged because they 

are seen to be “helping the poor” and because there are few avenues for recipients to 

report complaints. Single mothers noted several ways that they are surveiled by food 

banks. They are required to fill out lengthy applications that ask personal questions about 

finances and family size followed by an intake assessment (interview).  Lauren felt that 

food banks invaded her personal privacy, “if you go to a food bank they want all your 

information, all your private information, how much you’re making and what you’re 

doing, and how you’re doing it and where your putting this and where you putting that. 

Like come on, we’re here for food, we’re not here for an interview” (TSM7-12). 

Evidently, surveillance by charities serves as part of the rituals of degradation and moral 
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regulation, which further demoralize the poor.
238

 Lauren’s and Jane’s encounters with 

their local food banks demonstrate that services and charity are not “free” as most 

assume; there is a level of personal dignity one must relinquish by divulging aspects of 

one’s personal life and agreeing to ongoing surveillance in order to be considered worthy 

of, and therefore eligible for, charity.
239

 What charities’ surveillance suggests is that the 

poor are seen as untrustworthy and needing to be monitored and supervised and that they 

can be just as invasive and demanding as the welfare office. 

8.5 Conclusion  

 

 Drawing upon single mothers’ encounters with regulatory bodies outside of 

Ontario Works, this chapter has revealed how single mothers live under the watchful eye 

of many governing bodies intended to “help” them. Yet the surveillance mashups and 

automated surveillance enacted by these governing bodies remains largely uncontested. 

Because social services and charity are portrayed as helping and supporting low-income 

people, it is incredibly difficult for single mothers to challenge or call out the abusive or 

discriminatory policies and behaviour of certain services and frontline workers. Some 

mothers disclosed that they felt guilty for accessing the services in the first place. 

Furthermore, challenging “helping” services may further stereotype welfare mothers as 

                                                      

238
 Moreover, food banks determine a client’s level of need based on their levels of income and resources. 

In Kingston, single mothers on OW can only access the food bank three times a year, which “floored” many 

of the interviewees.  
239

 Food banks collect personal information about their clients. At Daily Bread in Toronto, they require 

identification for all family members, proof of income and expenditures (rent, hydro, basic phone), and 

proof of current address. The information is not only used for the application process (for those who need 

emergency food), which ranks clients based on need, but also to develop reports on hunger to justify grant 

applications to secure funding for the organization. 
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unthankful (a prerequisite to access such services) and therefore undeserving – welfare 

recipients must appear thankful for what they get and should comply in whatever way 

social services sees fit. For the reasons outlined, many single mothers’ negative 

encounters with various services and charities alienated them from trying to access them 

in crisis situations, leaving them further isolated and marginalized from support systems. 

From the Family Responsibility Office and Family Court to the devastating 

intrusions of the Children’s Aid Society, single mothers must constantly negotiate their 

sexuality, relationship status and adherence to white, middle-class, heteronormative 

nuclear family norms that are largely out of reach and unattainable for low-income 

single-parent households, racialized and Aboriginal families. Their stories show that the 

moral regulation they encountered from their FRO workers permeates other aspects of 

their personal lives. They are interrogated, questioned and threatened by FRO workers in 

order to make them reveal information about their ex-partners or the fathers of their 

children, even in cases where violence, abuse and trauma have resulted. Racialized single 

mothers faced even harsher questioning. Officials appear unconcerned about the 

consequences of these intrusive questions and the impact of filing for child support from 

an ex-partner might have on a woman’s mental health and physical safety.  

 All of the women that participated in the study had knowledge of the CAS and 8 

(38 percent) had direct experiences that involved the CAS removing or threatening to 

remove their children from the home. Their encounters were unique to their own 

situations, however, being white and possessing cultural capital and institutional 

knowledge to navigate these systems privileged some mothers from the harshest 
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treatments and punishment for failing to meet OW and CAS mandates. At the same time 

however, the involvement of the CAS in the lives of poor Aboriginal mothers shows how 

sexuality, reproductive rights, colonialism, gender and class intersect and produce 

significantly different impacts on Aboriginal single mothers. Aboriginal mothers related 

their horrors of the removal of their children and the delegitimization of their motherhood 

status they felt as a result. Collaborations between the CAS and OW have harmed 

Aboriginal families, particularly those headed by single mothers because these two 

bodies work to “catch” deviant mothers in order to “save” Aboriginal children. OW and 

the CAS do not always succeed in morally regulating Aboriginal mothers to fit with 

white, middle-class ideals of the nuclear family. The resiliency and strength of Emma and 

Julia demonstrate that no matter what these oppressive governing bodies do, these 

women will not give up and will continue to fight for their rights to mother their own 

children.  

Whether it is signing up for social housing, going to the dentist or trying to find 

food for dinner, stigmatization impedes single women’s survival on the margins. Single 

mothers felt exposed and vulnerable in their subsidized housing units that carry loaded 

stereotypes of “scumville,” “the hood” and the “ghetto.” Even in their own homes, 

mothers felt the scrutiny of neighbours and worried about the “perpetual potential 

blackmail” including calls to the welfare fraud hotline, by-law, the CAS or the Police. 

The experiences of these women reveal that surveillance and stigmatization are 

intimately connected and work together to justify and maintain the intrusions and 

surveillance single mothers experience daily. Systemically reinforcing deserving and 
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non-deserving hierarchies and “othering” stereotypes and stigmatization function to 

legitimize the ways that multiple social services and charities question, dehumanize and 

surveil lone mothers on the margins.  
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Chapter 9 Counternarratives: Individual and Collective forms of 

Resistance to the Neoliberal Welfare Surveillance Apparatus 

 

In this dissertation, I have attempted to trace the development and prevalence of 

neoliberal surveillance and its effects on recipients and frontline workers in the Ontario 

welfare system. I have provided historical context of Ontario’s earliest Poor Laws to 

understand these current surveillance practices. The brief history of welfare policies in 

Ontario reveals that welfare was always about regulating the poor, using surveillance as a 

tool to oversee the poor’s activities, distinguishing between the deserving and 

undeserving and “othering” the poor, racialized and Aboriginal single mothers who seek 

state relief. In turn this historical context has helped uncover the complex and 

contradictory outcomes of welfare policies on the lives of the impoverished living in this 

province. The erosion of the Keynesian welfare state beginning in the early 1980s marked 

an ideological and discursive shift to neoliberalism, which meant lower welfare rates, 

tougher eligibility criteria, work-for-welfare policies, anti-fraud measures and a system 

designed to measure and automate risk and surveil recipients. Alongside this erosion, the 

state re-introduced criminalization policies and practices situating the receipt of social 

assistance and poverty as deviant and criminal. Recipients bore the brunt of these harsh 

reforms, while frontline caseworkers’ responsibilities shifted from a focus on one-on-one 

interactions with recipients (including home visits) to neoliberal New Public 

Management model which has prompted caseworkers to focus a majority of their time 

ensuring efficiency through surveillance, datamining, case reviews and searching for risk 



 

369 

 

 

 

criteria to determine potential fraudulent activities. No one was left untouched by the 

neoliberal overhaul and “modernization” of Ontario’s welfare system.  

This dissertation has demonstrated that welfare surveillance has become an 

omnipotent force in the lives of low-income individuals who rely on social assistance and 

automating class, gender and race inequality. It has also negatively affected the capacity 

for frontline caseworkers to give recipients the support they require. Chapters 6, 7 and 8 

explored the subjective experiences of caseworkers and single mothers to demonstrate the 

multiple and complex ways that these two groups navigate the welfare surveillance 

apparatus, as well as their working relationships with one another. Chapters 3 and 4 

established the socio-political economic factors that paved the way for the reformation of 

the welfare state to include an expansion of technology, privatization, New Public 

Management and surveillance, thereby altering the administration of welfare for frontline 

workers. Neoliberal “common sense” solutions promised to reduce fiscal costs of welfare 

through anti-fraud measures, reduced service overlap, automation and streamlined 

services. At the same time, government launched workfare, introduced tougher eligibility 

criteria, implemented more than 800 legislative regulations, and designed a complex 

surveillance apparatus to monitor cases contingent on risk criteria. These changes had 

disproportionate consequences on the poor subjecting racialized, Aboriginal single 

mother recipients to higher likelihoods for investigations, anti-fraud measures, and 

harsher eligibility criteria. The main goal of the Ontario government in constructing this 

innovative surveillance apparatus was to “modernize” social services, which was 

assumed to bring about “savings.” Such savings were extrapolated from reduced welfare 



 

370 

 

 

 

costs (rate reductions, fewer discretionary benefits, more frequent file reviews, harsher 

eligibility criteria, Spouse in the House rules) while millions were spent on designing the 

modern surveillance apparatus that would become Ontario Works. These conservative 

attacks on the poor invited a host of private, charity, non-profit and state services to form 

partnerships with Ontario Works whereby resources were allocated to employers, labour 

incentive agencies and charities to oversee the activities and re-training of welfare 

recipients. Neoliberal economically driven “incentives” for “results” (moving the poor 

into the workforce and off OW) fundamentally altered the philosophy of welfare in 

Ontario by commodifying the regulation of poverty and employing business practices to 

deliver results. 

These changes eroded the Keynesian social safety net and were met with strong 

criticisms from anti-poverty, labour and feminist groups. No system of domination is ever 

totalizing. Power, in the Foucauldian understanding, is defined by the capacity of the 

oppressed to resist. My interviews revealed that even as recipients and workers were 

caught up in networks of power that encouraged docility and compliance, they found 

multiple avenues of resistance. With this in mind, this conclusion aims to unearth the 

alternative discourses and criticisms – counternarratives – including the messy and 

sometimes contradictory discourses that continue to impact social assistance debates.  

In order to do this, I have divided this concluding chapter into three sections. 

First, I begin with dissenting voices of the union, caseworkers and critics surrounding the 

supposed savings of the Service Delivery Maintenance Technology and the newly 

enacted Social Assistance Management System (SAMS). The second section looks 
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specifically at the everyday collective acts of defiance that caseworkers and single mother 

recipients cited. In the third and final section, I look to the experts, the single mothers, 

and ask them what needs to be done to improve their lives and support them as single 

parents. Building upon their important insights for social change, I offer some thoughts 

on future research, solidarity work and community-based initiatives that would be useful 

and relevant to the communities that must endure the abusive neoliberal welfare state.  

9.1 Challenges to the Technocratic Modernization Discourse: Labour and 

Caseworkers Speak Out 

 

During PC Mike Harris’ “Common Sense Revolution” the mainstream media 

regularly quoted public officials who poor-bashed and stereotyped, blaming the poor for 

high welfare caseloads and the provincial deficit that followed the 1990s recession 

(Babbage 2013; Bannerji; Chunn and Gavigan 2006a; Crone 1995a, 1995b; Goodman 

1993; Lindgren 2000; Little 1998; Miller 1993; Mirchandani and Chan 2007, 2008; 

Monsebraaten 1995; Swanson 2001; The Gazette [Montreal] 1993). Welfare fraud and 

abuse discourses situated welfare recipients, especially racialized immigrants as deviant, 

suspect and potentially criminal, and thereby justified new cutting edge surveillance 

systems that were to serve as the ultimate method for policing the potentially criminal 

poor.  

For many critics, anti-fraud policies amounted to coercive attacks on low-income 

people that justified surveillance and contributed to a rise in the criminalization of 

poverty by linking welfare recipients to criminality and deviance (Chunn and Gavigan 
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2006a, 2006b, 2004; Little 2001; Mirchandani and Chan 2007; Mosher and Hermer 

2005). The Canadian Union of Public Employees (CUPE) expressed the growing dissent 

among its members who were negatively affected by the technological overhaul. In 2003, 

the union was the first to publically contest Accenture’s partnership with the Ministry of 

Community Social Services (MCSS) to develop the Service Delivery Model Technology 

(SDMT). Of its own accord, CUPE conducted background research on Accenture and 

found that there were significant problems with the corporation’s previous contract with 

“Ohio Works” (CUPE 2003). Soon after, the SDMT was implemented and technological 

problems mounted, the union documented the growing health and safety concerns; 

workers were filing Workplace Safety Insurance Board (WSIB) claims at an astonishing 

rate because of the move to computer data input that replaced paper reports and files. In 

2003, the Ontario Auditor General weighed in criticizing the SDMT as “inefficient” and a 

“step back” from previous technologies (OAG cited in Borins 2003; OAG 2004, 2009).
240

 

Costs mounted as Accenture’s technology was unable to account for social assistance rate 

increases (OW monthly benefits), which ended up costing millions of dollars in repairs 

and resulted in cumbersome work-arounds
241

 that compromised MCSS support and 

resulted in several social service managers publically objecting to Accenture’s 

technological overhaul.
 
 

                                                      

240
 Moreover the OAG argued that there was no way to actually prove that Accenture’s technology was the 

reason for cost savings (terminated caseloads) since caseloads ended for various reasons (see Chapter 4). 
241

 Caseworkers utilized the term “work-around” to describe the software issues they encountered with the 

SDMT. Most often they were unable to fix the issue themselves and would have to call in IT who would 

have to create a software “workaround” to address the issue.   
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Fourteen years after the SDMT was implemented, many of these same criticisms 

and concerns have re-surfaced. Working under the direction of the Liberal Wynne 

government, the Ministry of Community Social Services implemented the Social 

Assistance Management System (SAMS), the allegedly new and improved database 

system that replaced the SDMT.  Within a month of going live in November 2014, the 

union and caseworkers brought their concerns to the public. The union reported hundreds 

of complaints from frontline caseworkers, collected via a survey that they administered 

shortly after SAMS was introduced as a way to keep track of and measure how 

caseworkers were adjusting to the new software. By December 2014, CUPE released a 

public statement about the problems with the SAMS program, citing that workers were 

unhappy with the increased workloads, that too much time was being spent data mining 

information and that the new system was inefficient (CUPE 2014b). The MCSS and 

Cúram, the company that was outsourced to design the new software, promised that 

SAMS would be more user-friendly, reduce “work-arounds”
 
and allow for more one-on-

one time with service users. However, preliminary results from CUPE’s survey, which 

they say will eventually be released to the public, noted workers’ concerns:  

Hundreds of caseworkers have responded anonymously to a survey set up by the 

union. Frontline workers are raising the alarm about the new computer system and 

the havoc it has created in workplaces across the province. Workers also fear for 

the thousands of families and individuals in Ontario who rely on social assistance 

and face the prospect of a month-end with no payment (ibid).  

 

Carrie Lynn Poole-Cotnam, Chair of CUPE’s Social Service Workers 

Coordinating Committee, criticized the waste of resources on yet another faulty 
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technological overhaul: “[t]he government’s own figures confirm that more than $220 

million has been spent on this lemon of a system” (Poole-Cotnam cited in CUPE 2014b). 

On November 27
th

, 2014, the CBC News website posted “Social Assistance Software 

causes havoc for clients, caseworkers,” quoting a caseworker’s frustration with the new 

computer system: “It takes two hours to do the same thing it used to take me five minutes 

to do…The key strokes are insane. It’s not resistance to change or fatigue” (Craggs 

2014). A few days later, IT World reported that the system is problematically driven by 

technology rather than by workers’ needs. One caseworker was quoted, “‘[i]t’s a total 

mess that could have been avoided if the government had listened to the workers instead 

of relying on software consultants’” (Arellano 2014). As of March 2015, costs continued 

to mount as municipalities poured another $5 million in addition to the $21 million 

already spent for additional training, overtime and extra hires as a result of SAMS 

problems (Vincent 2015). These mounting costs are in addition to the $242 million 

already spent on project development costs; in February 2015 the province responded to 

criticisms promising $300,000 towards and independent review of the SAMS program 

(ibid).
242

 These denunciations are eerily similar to those of the early 2000s regarding 

Accenture’s SDMT and the millions of dollars that were outsourced to a private 

company. What this tells us is that the government, whether Conservative or Liberal, 

                                                      

242
 April 2014, CBC News posted another article regarding the technological issues, “[t]he Liberal 

government commissioned a review by PricewaterhouseCoopers, but the interim report draws no 

conclusions about the government's handling of the system that issues welfare and disability support 

payments” (CBC News April 1, 2015). This company was paid over 200,000 dollars to investigate the 

issues. The article further notes that “[w]orkers said they have had to contact IT to get an increase in 

mailbox size to accommodate the memos and the job aids are ‘too long and the language is too technical,’ 

the report says” (ibid). 
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continues to support the neoliberal interests of big business and market rationalities, 

undermining workers’ needs and enhancing the neoliberal welfare surveillance apparatus.  

9.2 Building Dialogues of Resistance:  Counternarratives and Resistance 

 

Caseworkers and recipients are not passive victims of neoliberal welfare policies 

and discourses. Even in the face of neoliberal surveillance tactics and continued 

demonization of the poor, individuals negotiate and challenge these practices and develop 

their own subjective perceptions and experiences. Because recipients, particularly 

Aboriginal and racialized single mothers, are often criticized for their dependency 

(passivity) and lack of self-sufficiency (weakness), their strength, resiliency, activism and 

resistance are frequently ignored or vilified. This section challenges the assumption that 

recipients and workers are passive and asks both groups of interviewees to impart their 

stories of resistance against the system. What does resistance look like for those who 

impose welfare policies and those on the receiving end? How do caseworkers resist or 

challenge policies that may go against their social work ethics of care? In what ways do 

single mothers take their everyday acts of resistance into advocacy work or collective 

resistance movements?  

9.2.1 Caseworkers’ Everyday Acts of Resistance and Collective Potentials 

 

 Caseworkers have shown us that the neoliberal welfare surveillance apparatus has 

dramatically impacted their work from training and workplace culture to everyday 

administrative practices. Because New Public Management has normalized the 
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surveillance of both recipients and caseworkers, it is incredibly difficult for caseworkers 

to challenge, resist or make changes within their workplaces. Caseworkers often find 

themselves maintaining the status quo in order to receive a steady income. It is their very 

power and privilege as full-time employees with benefits and security that seemingly 

hinders them from collectively mobilizing against neoliberal welfare practices.
 
  

However, a closer examination of my interview data showed that workers’ acts of 

resistance may often be invisible to their colleagues, supervisors and recipients (as well as 

outsiders looking in) and that hiding their subversions may even be strategic to remaining 

undetected to avoid disciplinary measures. Caseworkers do resist and challenge 

neoliberal management and surveillance; not all of them have become champions of 

neoliberalism or authoritarian overseers. For most workers, resistance included individual 

acts of subversion or advocacy for recipients that may not look like “resistance” (Scott 

1985). These findings fall in line with other research that has found that resistance within 

social work workplaces has largely been understood on a smaller scale, including minor 

infractions or subtle disobedience, rather than massive social transformation or 

participation within social movements (Baines 2008; Thomas and Davis 2005).
243

 

Considering that management hand-selected all but two of my participants, one could 

ascertain that the caseworkers interviewed represent the “average” caseworker who is 

seen to adhere to the policies and practices of OW.
244

 

                                                      

243
 From a feminist Foucauldian perspective, Thomas and Davis (2005) suggest “[t]here has been a 

widening of the focus and definition of resistance to include more routinized, informal and often 

inconspicuous forms of resistance in everyday practice…” (686). 
244

 It is doubtful that management would have selected caseworkers who defy the rules, are union stewards, 

or have received disciplinary measures because of their advocacy for recipients. Elaine was the only 
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 A critical way that caseworkers engage in micro-acts of resistance within the 

workplace is by disobeying the Ontario Works mandate to surveil recipients. Almost all 

of the workers with whom I spoke acknowledged that recipients they worked with 

struggled to survive on the inadequate benefits and that many are forced to work under 

the table in a variety of odd jobs in order to make ends meet. Caseworkers were very 

cautious about discussing how often these subversions occur and how often they “look 

the other way.” As Tom remarked, “you have some caseworkers who are not well aligned 

with serving clients or even the Ontario Works program and some that are... So you have 

such a breadth of people…you have some workers who turn a blind eye because they 

know that there is no other option for the client” (CW3-12). 
 
Social work scholar Ken 

Moffatt agrees that “one of the most subversive acts in which a welfare worker can 

engage is the refusal to listen to client disclosure…the worker can refuse to act as an 

agent of surveillance” (1999: 229). 

Speaking to this point, Norah, Tom and John assured me that most caseworkers 

do not spend the majority of their time searching for welfare fraudsters. Norah believed 

that a preoccupation with fraud is unproductive in their role as caseworkers: “How are 

you gonna prove that? I can’t…go to someone and say you’re lying, you’re working 

under the table… How do I know what’s going on in their life?... I don’t and we’re not 

here to judge” (ECW2-11). Moreover, Kim felt that a caseworker’s job is to advocate for 

their clients and that these actions are a form of activism that largely goes unrecognized, 

                                                                                                                                                              

caseworker who met with me outside of management’s consent. She was a union steward within her 

workplace who actively challenged Harris’s welfare reforms in the 1990s.  
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“I would say that there are many workers who are activists by going to their supervisor 

and pleading their client’s case. It’s very small scale activism, but it definitely happens” 

(CW9-12). Subversive acts of turning a blind eye, engaging in client advocacy and 

refusing to surveil clients undermine OW’s welfare surveillance agenda. These moments 

of resistance indicate that some workers seek a workplace that is less regulatory, 

dehumanizing and punitive towards recipients and prefer one that is more holistic, 

supportive and helpful.  

 

9.2.2 Recipients’ Everyday Acts of Resistance and Collective Mobilizing: ‘Single 

Mothers Under Attack. What Do We Do? STAND UP FIGHT BACK’ (OCAP 

protest chant) 

 

“It’s almost like you have to choose: am I going to put up with the bullshit of being 

abused, or am I going to put up with it directly by a person or put up with systemic 

abuse?” (Claire, feminist anti-racist, anti-poverty activist, advocate for people with 

disabilities and a single mother on ODSP) 

 

 Despite the omnipresence of welfare surveillance alongside the arduous workfare 

requirements and childcare responsibilities, the single mothers I interviewed established 

that they defiantly resist punitive neoliberal policies. In doing so, they subvert the 

expectation that they are passive, dependent and should grovel and be thankful for what 

they do receive, even if it means signing over their privacy and personal dignity to 

welfare overseers. In the sample of single mothers that I interviewed, one third were 

actively involved in various anti-poverty and feminist organizations and collectives.
245

 

                                                      

245
 John Gilliom’s research by contrast found that few single mothers on assistance were involved in 

organized resistance. This, however, was partly due to the rural location and isolation of his interviewees 
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Additionally, single mothers engaged in individual everyday acts of resistance in multiple 

ways: finding loopholes in welfare policies, exposing the cracks/contradictions in 

neoliberal logic and forming counter-narratives that challenge stereotypes about poverty, 

gender and race.  

For some mothers, discovering loopholes in the welfare system was a powerful 

strategy but one that was distinctly classed. Those who had more formal education, 

worked in an office, had become an anti-poverty advocate, or had allies who assisted 

them through the bureaucratic maze of social services were the most likely to fight OW’s 

bureaucracy. Jane for instance, used her skills as an office assistant to advance her 

demands through paperwork. Yet she was well aware that not all low-income people have 

the same resources, time or skill sets to do so: 

I thought no one’s going to trip me up ’cause I already knew that I’d already 

ticked social housing off by the letter I wrote and the people I’d copied. So, I’d 

submit everything with them; I choked them with paper [laugh].  'Cause I’m not 

intimidated by paper and that’s one thing that I feel pretty strongly about because 

I’m in office administration. I’m not intimidated by these forms. But when you 

think of the number of people that have literacy issues, organizational issues, 

mental health issues, and yet these documents are to be submitted on a monthly 

basis on a certain timeline, I just don’t think that’s realistic (KSM12-11).  

 

Diane took a different approach to deal with punitive surveillance she 

encountered because of her recent separation. She was fed up with her caseworker’s 

requests to “prove” that her ex-partner was not living with her, which included letters 

from her landlord as well as an additional letter from her doctor (to prove her stress levels 

due to the recent separation). Her cheque was suspended because she was under 

                                                                                                                                                              

(2001:90, 106). My interviews were in mid- to large-sized urban centres and the participants were 

contacted via community anti-poverty feminist activists; this may have impacted my sample.  
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investigation pending arrival of the letters and this greatly compromised her ability to pay 

her bills, maintain her housing and care for her daughter. She boldly filed a formal 

complaint to her MPP to help her case. The outcome was positive and she was even back 

paid $5,000 by OW: “It only took two weeks and they were calling me and saying, ‘I 

apologize Diane. We owe you all of this back pay’ ” (PSM15-12).  

Chantal was very determined and found innovative ways to make the system 

work to support her goals. She was keen on becoming a counsellor for women and 

children leaving domestic abuse. However, she was unable to attend school full-time and 

was therefore denied Ontario Student Assistance Program (OSAP) (a national student 

loan program). As well, OW would not give her any additional benefits to cover the costs 

of school supplies and books. Like many mothers in her situation, Chantal was “stuck,” 

unable to complete the course that she needed to receive her certificate and thereby 

diminishing her potential to find decent work.
246

 She refused to give up and met with 

administrators of her college regarding bursaries that she was denied specifically because 

of her part-time student status. She informed her caseworker that there were no other 

options and asked her caseworker to “invest in her.” “I called my worker and said ‘okay, 

so this is what I’ve done. I’ve gone to the college and they told me that I need this much 

help. Can you fund me at all?’” asked Chantal (TSM8-12). Chantal successfully 

convinced her caseworker to fund the outstanding balance for books. “And she said ‘okay 

Chantal, let me get back to you…I’ll take it to my supervisor, we’ve never done this 

                                                      

246
 Single full time students receiving OSAP are not eligible for OW; married or sole support parents “could 

be eligible for an OW top-up if the amount of money you get from OSAP (for living costs) is less than you 

would get through the OW program” (Ontario 2015). Also see Vaillancourt 2010.  
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before’…and they did!” exclaimed Chantal (TSM8-12, emphasis original). The extra 

funding was treated as a temporary loan and Chantal was asked to write a letter 

promising to pay the money back once her OSAP came through and she did. Surprisingly, 

her caseworker later informed her, “you don’t have to pay it back…we’re so proud of 

you.” Chantal explained that it was “because I am one of their good stories!” (ibid).   

Turning neoliberal logic on its head was another powerful way that single mothers 

fought back and resisted OW. Workfare, anti-fraud measures and the denial of basic 

rights were the main areas where mothers pointed out the contradictions of neoliberal 

welfare policies. For instance, Jane identified that workfare demands ignore the main 

barrier for single parents: affordable, flexible and dependable childcare. She explained 

her frustrations:  

It’s unrealistic to tell somebody who’s a single parent...to go and get a job if 

daycare’s not available afterschool.… I was on a before and after school care list 

for 14 months before one spot opened up for two mornings…. So even if I could 

have found a job, I couldn’t get to it, and that’s the stuff that just gets lost in the 

shuffle. And this is what feeds into that ‘well, you’re lazy; you’re not trying hard 

enough’ stereotype. No, but if you let me know where I can get childcare from six 

in the morning until eight at night. Or, is it even reasonable for me to be away from 

my child, or for my child to have to be in care from six in the morning until eight at 

night? (KSM12-11)  

 

Jane powerfully speaks to the inability of OW to “work” for single mothers and 

demonstrates how, as Marie articulates, “instead of being client-driven it seems very 

much system-driven” (KSM11-11).  

Recipients stressed that anti-fraud measures were highly problematic and 

contradictory, and that the surveillance used to “catch” fraud was a waste of Ontario 

Works’ resources that could be put to better use in areas like programming or subsidized 
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childcare. Claire was infuriated by this waste of resources: “We’re worrying about 500 

dollar welfare cheque for somebody compared to millions of government dollars being 

wasteful and not worrying. There’s something very wrong with the way that we’re 

viewing things” (TSM2-12). Anti-fraud measures were one area where, surprisingly, 

some caseworkers were in agreement with recipients. For instance, in case manager 

John’s opinion, he thought that much of OW’s resources are spent on anti-fraud measures 

to build trust in the “public realm.” Yet, he was unsure if these dollars were being smartly 

spent. “Let’s look at the amount of resources we spend on this work in this area and the 

actual outcomes. Do the two even match? I think it’s probably unbalanced and so, why 

are we spending so much resources and money on this area when nothing really comes 

out of it?” said John (CM5-12). Imagine the potential if caseworkers and recipients could 

find ways to work together to create public awareness, challenge wasted resources and 

fight for supportive programs that were guided by recipients’ needs rather than punitive 

surveillance and inadequate neoliberal workfare programs.  

9.2.3 Save the CSUMB: Collective Mobilizing 

 

Government threats to cut welfare and discretionary benefits are a constant fear 

for those living on the margins. In spite of the real need for the Community Start Up and 

Maintenance Benefit (CSUMB)
247

 for welfare recipients, the Liberal government 

proposed cuts to the program in 2010. This sparked significant mobilization from unions, 

                                                      

247
 The CSUMB is as an emergency benefit that can be used for several purposes: to secure housing by 

people leaving shelters, incarceration or hospitals; to pay rent arrears in order to avoid eviction; to pay 

utility arrears to avoid having water or heat cut off during the freezing winter months; and to purchase basic 

household items, such as a bed or mattress. 
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anti-poverty coalitions, feminist organizations, social workers in the Violence Against 

Women (VAW) sector and other frontline workers. Here, I will reflect on my 

participation in Kingston’s campaign to save the CSUMB.   

The CSUMB campaign in Kingston held several community consultations with 

the Ontario Coalition Against Poverty (OCAP), the Kingston Coalition Against Poverty 

(KCAP), the Canadian Union of Public Employees (CUPE) and community organizers to 

determine what kind of actions would best suit our community. The lead organizers were 

all women: Aimee, a single mother on assistance and the chair of KCAP; Kim, a 

caseworker and CUPE representative; and Lisa, an OCAP organizer from Toronto. 

KCAP and its allies decided on several strategies including clinics, direct actions, 

education and more outreach to local allies. Like many anti-poverty coalitions across 

Ontario, we planned community clinics to assist OW and ODSP recipients with filling out 

CSUMB forms and informing them of their rights and the impacts of the proposed cuts. 

These events had free food and activities for kids. Several social justice groups providing 

services and supports for low-income communities tabled at the event (see Figure 5). 

Shortly after the events, we held a second clinic and a rally outside of the local Liberal 

MPP John Gerretsen’s office and distributed flyers to add pressure, educate the public on 

the importance of the CSUMB and garner public support (see Figure 6). We were joined 

by CUPE, the NDP and other anti-poverty allies. The local media noted that “protesters 

wanted Gerretsen to publicly announce ‘he is opposing this cut and to stand up for the 

citizens of Kingston,’ said [Aimee] Van Vlack. ‘So many people are going to end up 

homeless if this happens’” (Lea 2012). After we complied all of the forms from the 
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clinics, KCAP organizers submitted over 100 forms in person at our local OW office. 

There was a lot of energy and mobilization during this short period, which had significant 

impacts on the province’s next move. 

Figure 5 “Activists take fight to MPP’s Office” by Michael Lea Kingston Whig 

Standard  

 

 

Many feminists who work within the VAW sector, also voiced their dissent 

against the proposed cuts. They explicitly connected the feminization of poverty with 

welfare cutbacks and the extra pressure that would be put on underfunded women’s 

shelters that are already struggling to meet service user’s needs. They expressed that 

shelters were already at capacity and that the situation would grow even worse with the 

termination of the CSUMB because poor women would have fewer resources for leaving 

abusive situations. Anti-racist feminists and frontline workers also pointed out that 

immigrant women, racialized women and Aboriginal women would be at even more risk 

of homelessness and violence:  

For frontline workers in the Violence Against Women (VAW) sector, the 

CSUMB has proved decisive in enabling women and their children to flee 



 

385 

 

 

 

domestic violence situations and secure safe housing. Without access to this 

benefit, countless immigrants and refugees—many fleeing war, trauma and 

economically precarious conditions—would not be able to afford housing in 

Ontario upon arrival. For those individuals accessing drop-ins and shelters and 

struggling with extreme poverty, substandard housing and homelessness, mental 

and physical health disabilities, and addictions, the slashing of the CSUMB will 

certainly result in increased marginalization, homelessness, misery and hardship 

(Open Letter Social Services Frontline Community Workers Oct 2010).  

 

The Liberal government was forced to respond after activists and OW and ODSP 

recipients in 20 cities across Ontario had risen up to challenge these cuts. Led by low-

income organizers, thousands participated and showed their solidarity. They rallied, 

petitioned, disrupted, lobbied, held clinics and workshops, occupied, fundraised, educated 

and sent a clear message that recipients would not bear the brunt of the Liberal 

government’s budget cuts. The province responded by extending the benefit (as a one-

time extension) for one more year at two-thirds of its former value. In the end, activists 

won $42 million in CSUMB funds for 2013. As of January 1, 2013 the CSUMB was 

“revoked”; the $42 million of remaining funds were relocated as a one-time funding for 

municipalities to develop a Community Homelessness Prevention Initiative (CHPI). As 

such, individual municipalities were tasked with figuring out what to do with the funding 

for the CHPI and any remaining funds left over from the CSUMB. In Toronto, they 

utilized some of the CHPI funding to establish the Housing Stabilization Fund [HSF] to 

meet emergency needs for social assistance recipients (City of Toronto 2015).  

Like the CSUMB, caseworkers perform an assessment to determine recipients’ 

eligibility for the HSF and require documentation to prove circumstances and need (City 

of Toronto 2015). However, what is dramatically different about the HSF is that there are 
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fewer resources and a funding cap, which Toronto Employment Social Services Manager 

has noted is “in contrast to the open-ended, cost-shared nature of the CSUMB” (ibid:4). 

Preliminary numbers indicated that Kingston would receive $1,113,896 towards a 

“Discretionary Residency Benefit” allocating $500 every 36 months to singles (ISAC 

2013); Peterborough would get $1,513, 219 and Toronto $12,331,990 of CHPI funding 

which both cities put towards establishing the HSF (ibid). When the cuts to the CSUMB 

came into full effect in January 2014, marginalized women on assistance began feeling 

the full impacts of its absence. Dawn House, a women’s shelter in Kingston, reported 

turning away four times more women than in the fall of 2013.
248

 Many of the women I 

interviewed said that they had at times relied on CSUMB and were deeply upset to see it 

cut.  

 

 

Figure 6 KCAP and OCAP Save the CSUMB Campaign 
249

 

                                                      

248
 The City of Kingston’s 10-year plan to end homelessness will cut funding to Dawn House on July 2, 

2015 with the goal of gradually reducing shelter beds and only funding co-ed shelters. See City of 

Kingston’s 10-Year plan to end homelessness. For current information about Kingston’s homeless 

population see the report “Point in Time on Homelessness in Kingston” (HHC-14-003).  
249

 Thank you to KCAP for providing the photos. 

 



 

387 

 

 

 

 

 

9.2.4 Collective Resistance: Breaking the Silence and Mobilizing Dissent 

 

Single mothers on assistance had different reasons for engaging or not engaging 

with collective struggles for social change. Out of all the mothers interviewed, six (33 

percent) were actively involved in activism and advocacy in their communities to help 

other people in need, to feel connected, and to resist the isolation that many endure. 

However, because I asked community organizers and activists to contact many of my 

eventual participants, this may have influenced my sample for this study. Nonetheless, it 

was quite powerful to listen to recipients’ stories of resistance and how they survive a 

system that penetrates so many aspects of their lives. Their activism and resistance are 
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powerful counternarratives to the discourse that single mothers are passive victims of the 

neoliberal welfare state. 

Because poverty is such a dehumanizing and isolating experience, it takes a lot of 

courage and support for marginalized women to take their resistance into the public 

realm. As well, there are serious risks associated with activism, especially in a society 

where dissent is increasingly silenced and/or criminalized.
250

 These risks may discourage 

and actually put women in harm’s way, particularly those who are criminalized, 

racialized, undocumented immigrants, sex workers, mothers involved with CAS, women 

who fear for their lives from ex-partners and those with addiction issues. Moreover, as 

Heather, a long-time anti-poverty and disability rights advocate attests, public and 

collective resistance is difficult because surveillance is so incredibly silencing:  

Yeah, and surveillance perpetuates a lot of fear for people. People are scared to 

speak out…. I know that there is a huge theme of surveillance that silences a lot 

of people because the thing is, people are scared even though the income levels 

are so meager. They’re scared if they speak out that they will lose their housing; 

they’ll lose their kids; they will lose all of these things. So they’re afraid to speak 

out in fear that the government will cut them off (TA2-12).  

 

Breaking the silence of abuse, whether from ex-partners or the state, can be 

transformative for single mothers struggling to survive and heal. Connecting to a 

community and support network can have profound impacts on single mothers struggling 

on the margins; it can give them a sense of community, hope, connection, and solidarity. 

Emma provided her insights to the importance of community and connecting to other 

mothers who find themselves in similar situations: 

                                                      

250
 See Disciplining Dissent: The Curbing of Free Expression in Academia and the Media (Bruneau and 

Turk 2004).  
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A lot of people think that it’s just them going through it, until you get out there 

and you talk to people and see, okay, I’m not the only one going through this 

situation…there’s twenty of us going through the same thing.…You’re afraid to 

get out there and talk to somebody about it when you think you’re the only one 

going through it (KSM1-11). 

 

Similarly, Chantal was involved with Voices from the Street, a speaker’s bureau 

comprised of individuals who have had experiences of homelessness, poverty, addictions 

and/or mental health problems. Her involvement dramatically transformed her life and 

mobilized her to become an advocate and social worker for women and children leaving 

domestic violence. She spoke passionately about this transformation: 

I’m telling you, it changed my life. It gave me the confidence that I needed; it let 

me know that I’m not alone. It let me know about what’s really going on in the 

world because all I knew was me, my story, so that’s where we start. We start 

with our own individual story…it starts with ‘me’ and becomes ‘we’ (TSM8-12, 

emphasis original).   

 

Breaking the silence and taking the step to connect with others who may have 

experienced similar life events and trauma helped some women feel heard for the first 

time in their lives, which encouraged them to realize that they are not alone. “It floored 

me that I could share some of my experiences with people and it seemed to have an 

impact on them.... I was just like wow, they really heard me. It’s so exciting when 

somebody hears what you’re saying,” said Marie (KSM11-11). Julia was encouraged to 

join an Aboriginal survivors’ group by a staff member at a women’s shelter where she 

had lived in for a short period. Her face lit up as she spoke about how being a part of the 

group, vocalizing her experiences and how educating social service workers had 

positively changed her as a person, “I find that it really made me realize how strong my 
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voice is and that I can move from being a victim to a survivor and it gave me back my 

power” (KSM17-11). Even though Julia as an Aboriginal single mother had numerous 

negative experiences with the CAS, she bravely agreed to speak at a workshop where 

members of the survivors group tell their personal stories thereby confronting those who 

work within the system. This helped her win back some of her dignity that they had taken 

from her. Collective engagement is critical for building capacity, strength and support 

within resistance movements, particularly in the context of an individualistic neoliberal 

welfare state that blames the poor for their circumstances. 

Often, personal experience mobilized mothers to get involved in anti-poverty 

activism and advocacy. Several women I interviewed seized the knowledge they gained 

from their own navigations of Ontario Works and other social services to become 

advocates for their friends and family and help them fight for the benefits to which they 

were entitled. Barb encountered several caseworkers who were “uneasy” about her role 

as an advocate, however, she insisted she had the right to be there:  

I’ve had a few people get nasty with me because, you know, I’m advocating. 

They’d ask me, ‘why are you here?’ I’d say, ‘because I have a right to be here and 

your client asked me to be here.’ And their response was, ‘well you know I’m 

talking to the client not you.’ And I replied, ‘too bad. You’re talking to me or we 

can talk to your supervisor.’ And then once you mention supervisor they get their 

butts in gear (PSM10-12).  

 

Claire also used her own experience in a women’s shelter as a stepping stone to her 

activism, “I was in the shelter…and that made me realize, God somebody’s gotta speak 

up for these women. Something has to be done to make things…easier to help people to 

move forward” (TSM2-12).  
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In volunteering with Voices from the Street, Chantal took her activism to a unique 

level. Chantal’s work with the group has helped her become an outspoken activist who 

educates OW and ODSP caseworkers about what it is like to be on the other side of the 

desk. She is regularly invited to speak at workshops for OW caseworkers where she tells 

her personal story, emphasizing the struggle recipients’ encounter and the importance of 

establishing respectful working relationships. While she revealed her personal story to 

caseworkers, she never put herself in a position to be tokenized or pitied. She said that 

she “ticks off all the boxes”: Black, former addict, single mother, poor. Yet she was in 

charge of her own narrative and developed her own approach to these workshops that 

were uniquely hers and gave her a sense of empowerment. Often, caseworkers would 

approach her after her workshops, seeking advice on how to help their own families that 

are struggling. A beaming Chantal shared this with me: 

I was over at…Metro hall…and spoke to caseworkers. At the end of my story I 

basically told them what would make a good worker and what I personally found 

made a good worker. Then they would ask me questions… I was speaking in front 

of social workers and the camera light was shining on me and I was cracking jokes 

and stuff like that. I had them laughing and they said you know, you’re really 

funny, like through your struggles and everything you’re really funny. You should 

do standup [laugh]…. I always had somebody coming and telling me something. A 

worker would come up to me and go ‘Chantal, I have a nephew who is struggling 

right now, or one of my clients is struggling, what would you suggest for 

them?’….I would give out information and advice to them. I had one worker say, 

‘is there any more like you?’ [laugh]. What is she talking about? Is there any more 

like me?!...There’s plenty of us; just talk to us! So it was a really good experience 

for me! (TSM8-12, emphasis original).  

 

  Women who were able to participate in anti-poverty organizing, outreach, 

education and coalition-building found this activism significant for their personal 
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development and it enhanced their confidence to fight back against a punitive and 

dehumanizing system. Jane felt that it was demoralizing to receive assistance but that 

resistance and community building she experienced was empowering:  

It can be very isolating being on OW… if I hadn’t joined the poverty reduction 

roundtable I don’t know that I’d be where I am… I’m serious. It got me out of the 

house. It connected me with people that had similar experiences, but it also exposed 

me to people that are working to make a difference (KSM12-11).  

 

Claire also spoke about the significance of her anti-poverty and anti-racist activism, “I 

got involved in community food access stuff at my local family resource centre. I was on 

the board there just to keep busy and also to show my daughter that just because you live 

in the ghetto does not mean that you have to live a negative life; you can do some 

positive things” (TSM2-12). Jane and Claire’s words illuminate the power of collectively 

working together and how it can be a nourishing and fulfilling experience for those living 

under such an oppressive welfare system.   

 

9.3 From the Ground Up: Listening and Learning from the Experts on Poverty 

 

After more than a decade of on-the-ground anti-poverty, labour and feminist 

activism, I have learned that social change needs to come from below. Grassroots 

mobilizing is important, yet social justice is only possible with the continued support and 

solidarity from our allies who can apply pressure and resist in their own ways. In the 

introduction to this dissertation, I expressed my desire to collaborate with single mothers 

for social change. I am deeply committed to utilizing the findings from this project to 

mobilize against neoliberal welfare surveillance, which is why I asked the mothers I 
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interviewed what they wanted to see changed. What can we do right now to improve their 

conditions and support their resistance and struggle for justice?  

First and foremost, all but one recipient said they would like to see a real increase 

in their benefits (adjusted to inflation) to create a livable income. Alongside rate 

increases, mothers need affordable and safe housing and childcare so that they can work 

if they are able and choose to do so. Mothers pointed out that their drug cards and 

benefits are essential for the wellbeing of their children, yet are cut off of these supports 

three months after they leave Ontario Works, an issue that Emma described as 

“frustrating” and a “barrier” (KSM1-11). Additionally, mothers expressed that more 

supports are required for their children and wanted OW to stop punishing single mothers 

for being in romantic relationships. Tara communicated her hopes for her children, “I just 

hope and wish, that social assistance would…do more for the kids because… the kids are 

the future …we’re here, yes struggling, but really they are moving on…. It’s not right and 

it’s not fair to them” (TSM5-12). Marie felt that the system itself was not well integrated, 

“I think overall what frustrates me with the system is again the whole web thing…these 

services are social services and you think that they’d be little more interconnected” 

(KSM11-11).  

Others like Chantal, who works one-on-one educating caseworkers, felt first and 

foremost that the unequal dynamics between recipients and caseworkers need to change, 

starting with allocating one regular worker per client rather than constantly moving them 

around. She noted, “I just have stories of truth and of change and how things can change. 

But you know, we all have to work together and caseworkers have to look at us as 
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people.  There’s a reason why we’re on the system” (TSM8-12). Likewise, Janice 

emphasized, “I would change a lot of things about it; I think they need to treat their 

clients with more respect. It’s really degrading… they really need to improve everything” 

(TSM4-12). Single mothers emphasized over and over that caseworkers are vital for their 

economic survival and that the punitive and surveillance approach that dominates welfare 

delivery is dehumanizing. If caseworkers care about their clients and want to help 

recipients, as most of the interviewees affirmed, this would be a good place to start.  

Some mothers, such as Lauren, Barb and Megan, wanted to see more supports for 

women leaving domestic violence situations, in particular more assistance from OW to 

help women through the process of securing housing and protecting their identity from 

their abusers. “Give me a better apartment, give me money to afford my apartment… you 

need to take us out of abusive homes,” said Lauren (TSM7-12). Barb was adamantly 

against enforced child support payments because “most women have a reason why they 

don’t have anything to do with their exes. And it’s like they’re forcing them to start to 

contact them and it’s not right. It stresses people out and it eventually affects the kids!” 

(PSM10-12). Barb’s concerns show how OW policies and caseworkers are often unaware 

of the gendered impacts of welfare policies that may actually put women (and children) 

in harm’s way.  

Danielle, Chantal and Tara all expressed that access to education was 

fundamentally important, specifically, the right to choose what courses, certificates or 

degrees they wished to pursue. “Because when you go to the welfare office they will say, 

‘what are you doing to better yourself?’ And when you say ‘I wanna do this and this and 
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this,’ and they say ‘sorry you can’t. We’re not funded or there are cutbacks or 

something’” (Tara TSM5-12). Single mother recipients thought that these barriers 

contributed to the stigma that they were “lazy,” when it was no fault of their own that 

they were denied their requests to enroll in programs of their choosing. These women 

were tired of being placed in programs or job placements that were not going to help 

them get any further ahead. These issues have been reflected in other research on 

workfare in Ontario (Vaillancourt 2010), that have noted that a majority of recipients are 

already involved in volunteer and community work, or are working part-time yet, “[t]his 

work that social assistance recipients do (in particular unwaged work) is completely 

ignored” (102). If OW administrators were truly concerned with assisting single mothers 

on OW to find work that meets their qualifications and/or supports them in achieving 

credentials that will get them decent jobs, then they would: a) acknowledge the work that 

they are already doing and not enforce workfare requirements on those already working; 

b) provide adequate and subsidized childcare; and c) provide resources for credentials 

and diplomas (beyond high school and low-wage, unskilled work).  

9.4 Planting Seeds of Resistance: Thoughts on Future Activist Scholarship and 

Positive Social Change 

 

 One of the main goals of this dissertation was to define and document neoliberal 

welfare surveillance. In achieving this goal, I sought to explain how it functions and 

reveal how single mothers, caseworkers and anti-poverty advocates are surviving and 

managing under the welfare surveillance apparatus. While the task of investigating the 
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system is important, several questions remain: Where can future research go from here? 

How can this research be disseminated in an accessible and practical way to the 

participants, activists and frontline workers? How can the findings and connections made 

during the research process strengthen solidarity work and aid in anti-poverty and 

feminist community-based initiatives? These are broad questions that I cannot fully 

address in the last few paragraphs of my dissertation. However, I do know that these 

questions will live on far beyond these pages and are already percolating within various 

communities.  

There is potential for future research and follow-up studies about welfare 

surveillance in Ontario and Canada more broadly. This current study is a good stepping 

stone for new research that can expand upon intersectional welfare surveillance as a 

conceptual model and I hope that it ignites surveillance scholars to consider the racialized 

and gendered impacts of welfare surveillance. While this study was influenced and 

guided by an intersectional, political economy, feminist and anti-racist analysis and 

politics, there is always room for improvement and new areas that can be explored in 

more detail. For instance, immigrant single mothers’ encounters with welfare surveillance 

were not included in this study; this was not intentional. While snowball sampling and 

word of mouth resulted in a diverse group of participants, including Portuguese, white, 

Black and Aboriginal women, I was unable to connect with any immigrant mothers on 

assistance. The issues facing racialized immigrant women, while similar and overlapping 

with those of non-immigrant women are unique and complicated by their relationship to 

the nation state, Citizenship and Immigration Canada, and their countries of origin. 
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Immigrant women may also face additional isolation and have more difficulties accessing 

support systems than other single mothers and therefore may not have the same tools to 

navigate and resist welfare surveillance practices. As such, a study about racialized 

immigrant women’s experiences of surveillance and the welfare systems is warranted. As 

well, this study conducted research in three cities, however, I did not examine the impacts 

of rural welfare surveillance or what kinds of issues Aboriginal women living on reserves 

face. The complexities and difficulties of leaving abusive partners in rural and reserve 

settings present different setbacks and opportunities; for instance, in smaller 

communities, town gossip can be a form of moral regulation for single mothers, yet at the 

same time having a tightknit community can also be positive and supportive during 

difficult life crises. Aboriginal women on reserves may be unable to address their issues 

of violence because their partners are politically involved in the Band Council. As well, 

they may be charged by the police and they may have to leave their county and supports 

to seek shelter (Balfour and Comack 2006).  

Of course, I think it is extremely important to create the space and potential for 

these communities to develop their own analysis, research questions and understanding of 

their current situation. As academic scholars, anti-oppression activists and those 

interested in participant action research and community-based research, we can aid these 

struggles as allies and supporters while also ensuring that communities can come to their 

own conclusions and develop their own solutions to the problems they face. This study 

made efforts to tap into frustrations, difficulties, oppressions, successes and resistance 

that single mothers on welfare experience. By drawing on personal experiences with 
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poverty and growing up with a strong and loving single mother who relied on assistance 

in difficult times, and who also survived gendered violence, I was able to connect with 

the women who participated in the interviews. I am well aware that my current lived 

experience is not the same as that of these women. However, coming from a place of 

shared knowledge, trials and tribulations, I do feel that because of my own encounters 

with the abusive welfare state I was able to connect with them on a deeper level that went 

beyond the confines of an interview for an academic study. Working with feminist and 

anti-poverty activists and coalitions for over a decade has situated me in the context of 

struggle and the fight for social justice. This leads me to my next point about how to 

circulate my findings and insights with activists, recipients, frontline workers and allies.  

My goal is to hold workshops in each city where I conducted interviews and 

reconnect with the single mothers (and any friends or family they would like to bring 

along) to debrief, reflect and hear their thoughts about my research findings. I am also 

interested to learn where they think we, as scholars, allies and activists can go from here. 

Since the interviews, I have presented some preliminary findings at various symposia and 

talks. Many single mothers are keen to create their own networks and spaces to share 

their experiences both good and bad. While my interviews did ask mothers what they 

would like to see changed with the OW system as it currently stands, we did not have the 

time or the setting to talk about that in depth. As such, it is my hope that these workshops 

will bring these women together and hopefully establishing a network and support system 

within their own communities. As Tara said to me, “it’s not just one person...all of us are 

going through the same thing” (TSM5-12). All of the women that I interviewed were 
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excited and interested in the workshops. I was reminded by Barb to make sure that the 

findings are presented in “layman’s terms,” so that they are accessible to a wider 

audience. While I am not sure an academic dissertation can achieve this, I do know that 

printed materials created out of the workshops will be edited and reviewed by single 

mothers and activists to ensure accessibility.  

 Caseworkers who participated in this study also expressed interest in hearing 

about my findings, and senior management at Metro Hall in Toronto was keen to invite 

me back after I completed my research to disseminate the findings in a presentation to 

management. I hope to arrange this meeting after my defense and am confident that it 

will spur some interesting conversation and debate. Since many of the caseworkers were 

adamant that they remain anonymous, I will not contact them to join these presentations 

as it might be extremely awkward and potentially damaging to their careers for those who 

were critical and spoke out against some of Ontario Works policies and the management 

of workers.  

 The findings from this research have strengthened solidarity work and community 

building in my personal experience. The activism that I have been a part of in Kingston, 

including feminist and anti-poverty coalitions, has been a huge inspiration for me and has 

encouraged me to complete this project. I have established strong, lifelong relationships 

and connections with some of the organizers and activists quoted in this dissertation; 

relationship building is the most important aspect of our struggle for social justice. I am 

honoured that busy and relentless organizers and activists have taken the time to discuss 

this project and that they kept me grounded when the pressures of the academy were 
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taking me off my path. As mentioned, disseminating the findings to a wide audience 

beyond the academy is one way to connect this research to the grassroots level. Imparting 

skill sets, mentoring one another (in an anti-oppressive way), and supporting one 

another’s projects are more ways that we can build stronger and more sustainable 

movements. While social change is slow, and at times those of us involved may not see 

the fruits of our labour, I know that the relationships and deep friendships that I have 

forged from the struggle will continue to live on through this work.  
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Appendix C 

Biographical Information of Single Mother Interviewees 

 

KSM1, Emma 

Emma is an Aboriginal single mother of two boys. She has been on OW for three years. 

The CAS has relocated her oldest son into custody with her parents; her youngest son is 

three and a half and lives in her custody. He has behavioural problems which can be 

challenging for Emma. She grew up on the East coast with her Aboriginal mother. Emma 

still speaks to her ex-partner, however he is not involved with the children aside from 

sending small amounts of money from time to time. He is also on assistance and she does 

not want to force him to pay child support because he is in no position to do so. Emma 

feels extremely isolated being on OW and suffers with depression and is being treated for 

anxiety. She is enrolled in a parenting program and is meeting new people and trying to 

make friends. She wants to work and is able to but is worried that she will lose access to 

her drug card which she cannot survive without considering the health concerns of her 

son. She wants to go to school to be a personal support worker. Emma would also like to 

get involved in anti-poverty groups but lacks the confidence and the time to participate.  

KSM9, Danielle  

Danielle brought her mother Kate to the interview as a support person. She is a 23-year-

old white single mother and has a two year old daughter. She has sole custody of her 

daughter because her ex-partner was physically, verbally and emotionally abusive. The 

police and the CAS have been involved in her case. Danielle suffers from depression and 
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severe anxiety and sees a counsellor for anger management and depression. She wants to 

finish her high school but has been told to wait by her caseworker until her child support 

payments are finalized. Her ex-partner is still a threat to her family and she worries that 

forcing support payments will make her situation worse. She feels that she is not getting 

the help that she needs for her mental health concerns and worries that her daughter is 

developing behavioural problems that she is unable to cope with because of the lack of 

supports in her community. Danielle moved to Kingston because there are more job 

opportunities. Being in Kingston also allows her to be nearer to her mother who is an 

importance support person in her life.  

KSM3, Kate 

Kate is the mother of Danielle and is also a single mother. Kate works in a plastic factory 

and was recently laid off. She is worried that she will not be rehired and that her EI will 

run out forcing her to go on assistance. Kate is in her mid-50s and is aware of the sexist 

and ageist barriers that make it incredibly difficult to get a new job at her age. She is 

applying for work until her hours are reinstated but has not secured anything yet. She is a 

supportive mother to Danielle and is actively involved in providing child care for her 

granddaughter.  

KSM11, Marie 

Marie is a white single mother of one daughter who is in her late thirties and has one 

grandson. She is on ODSP and actively involved in anti-poverty coalitions/support 

groups. She lost her home in the 1990s because her repairs were not up to date and the 

bank would not renew her mortgage. She was unable to do the repairs because her mother 
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was dying and she was depressed and grieving. After she lost her home she was forced to 

go on welfare. To make ends meet she has worked under the table waitressing and 

bartending over the years. She was on welfare until she became ill in 2000 and was then 

switched to ODSP after her doctor documented her illness.  

KSM17, Julia 

Julia is an Aboriginal single mother of four daughters who are all close in age. Julia’s 

mom was also a single mom on welfare. Julia has lived on and off with boyfriends but for 

the most part has been a single mother on her own. She has had significant problems with 

the CAS and OW spouse in the house violations which has made it difficult for her to be a 

mother and has put extra stress on her family. Julia’s experience with the CAS is so 

painful that she had difficulty expressing what happened and asked me to omit some of 

the repercussions. Her ex-partner is incarcerated and she no longer sees him. When they 

separated she lived in a women’s shelter for some time to get back onto her feet. She is 

currently on ODSP and upgrading her high school diploma because she wants to 

eventually get off of ODSP. Although she is not working at this time she aspires to 

become a personal support worker (granted she can find transportation). Julia’s mother is 

a residential school survivor and has raised her as Christian; she shared that she struggles 

with her Aboriginal identity, she does not want to upset her mother yet she yearns to 

explore her Indigenous roots. Her spirituality and Aboriginal cultural practices are an 

important part of her healing; she works with a survivors group which has been very 

important for her to connect with other women who have experienced similar hardships. 

The survivor group also conducts seminars with the police and CAS to educate them on 
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the barriers, struggles and problems marginalized women may encounter in the VAW 

sector and how to better support them.  

KSM12, Jane 

Jane is a white single mother of a seven year old son. She applied for OW after leaving 

her abusive ex-partner and moving into a women’s shelter. Her first negative encounter 

with OW occurred when she lacked proof of citizenship for her son. Jane felt strongly that 

her experiences working with anti-poverty groups and organizations ‘saved’ her and 

made her feel connected and that she has a purpose. Jane is a public speaker and 

emphasizes the “web” of social services and how important it is for these vital services to 

communicate and be well organized. She has worked various part-time contract positions 

with non-profit community groups over the years. Today she works full time as a 

secretary and loves her job.  

KSM18, Gloria 

Gloria is a single mother of three adult children, one teenager, a two year old and also 

cares for one of her grandchildren and her foster nephew. Her teenage son and his two 

year old also live with her. She has been on OW for a long time and chose to stay home 

with her kids. She babysits for her neighbours and feels that OW takes too much money 

off of her paycheque. She is her own self-advocate and has learned to navigate the OW 

rules. She remembered the changes during Harris’s reforms and thought that it has 

become more difficult to survive on welfare. Some of her children were biracial and her 

youngest son’s father is Aboriginal. She accompanies her son to the Native Friendship 

Centre so that he can connect with his heritage.  
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PSM10, Barb 

Barb is a white single mother of three children ranging from 14 months to 12 years of 

age. She has been separated for 10 years and her divorce was finalized four years ago. 

Due to the abuse that she endured from her ex-partner, she has been diagnosed with 

PTSD and is unable to work. She was diagnosed while she was receiving OW and after 6 

months her ODSP was approved. If she could work she would like to be a social worker. 

Barb completed one year of college but had to drop out during the separation with her ex-

partner. She lived in a women’s shelter until she was approved for social housing. Barb 

experienced continuous harassment and stalking from her ex-partner, and had to put a 

restraining order on him. Regardless he continues to live in the same social housing 

building as Barb. Barb was brought to tears explaining how her ex-partner still interferes 

in her life. Barb has found a lot of support from shelter workers and the CAS, who have 

set up regular counselling for her and her children. Despite her horrifying experience, she 

is determined to help others who are struggling and acts as an advocate for those 

requesting OW assistance.  

PSM13, Megan 

Megan is a white single mother of two sons. She has always worked in the social work 

field. When she was leaving her abusive ex-partner, her EI ran out. Megan could not 

work because her son was only 6 months old. She tried to apply for OW to secure first 

and last month’s rent and they would not help her and told her to go to a shelter. At the 

time she did not want to go to the shelter (because she was actually in the second stage of 

being interviewed to work there) and was forced to move back in with him. The abuse 
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intensified so she fled to the shelter. Megan was emotional when she shared how her dire 

financial situation forced her to return to her ex-partner. The lack of support from the 

state tainted her experience with OW. Megan approached a landlord with an intent to rent 

and explained her situation and he let her move in until she found the money for first and 

last month’s rent. Only after Megan left her ex-partner and proved that she had secured 

housing did OW grant her assistance. Her oldest son remembers the abuse and has sought 

counselling for behavioural issues (aggression, anger management). Today Megan works 

in a women’s shelter, providing counselling and services to women leaving domestic 

violence. She was highly critical of OW’s indifference to her abusive situation.  

PSM14, Fiona  

Fiona is a white 24 year old young mother and has four children all with the same father. 

She had a difficult upbringing and her mother was on assistance. She left home at the age 

of 12 and went into her sister’s custody; at the age of 16 she moved in with her boyfriend 

and had difficulties applying for OW because her caseworker demanded that she provide 

a letter from her mother even though she was estranged from her mother and no longer in 

her custody. When she separated from her ex-partner, she went to a women’s shelter until 

she was able to secure social housing and receive OW benefits. For the most part she is 

content with what she receives from OW however, she resents the surveillance into her 

personal life, which has made it difficult for her and her ex-partner to share parenting 

responsibilities. Although she did allude to some abusive behaviour from her ex-partner, 

she wants to have a relationship for the sake of the children and often defended his 

behaviour to shelter and CAS workers. She did not charge her ex-partner with abusive 
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even though she was encouraged to by the shelter workers. Her ex-partner is the only 

person that she has ever been involved with, which makes it very hard for her to move 

on. On several occasions she has been called in for “red flags” on her file and is forced to 

undergo a fraud investigation. On one occasion a caseworker saw her at a fair with her 

ex-partner and that was grounds for an investigation. Fiona struggles with the stereotypes 

that she encounters because she is a single mother on welfare. The negative stigma of 

being on OW adversely affects her self-esteem. When her youngest is old enough and if 

she has subsidized childcare she would like to go back to school and is interested in 

becoming a kindergarten teacher or a nurse.  

PSM15, Diane 

Diane and Annie are sisters and were interviewed together. Diane is a single mother of 

one daughter. Diane grew up in poverty and her mother relied on social assistance. Diane 

has always worked, primarily in the service sector. Diane’s caseworker demanded she 

look for work only days after she had given birth. This was an incredibly dehumanizing 

experience for Dianne as she had always prided herself on her work ethic. Diane 

struggles to work while on welfare because if she does not get her income statement in on 

time, she is cut off of her benefits and has difficulty paying her bills. She was frustrated 

that most of her earnings are deducted off of her paycheque and that when she tries to 

work additional hours her benefits are suspended and she has to pay back money to OW. 

She was investigated for welfare fraud which was terrifying for her. Later she found out 

that because she had let her ex-partner use her home address as his mailing address 

(because he did not have housing), OW caseworkers assumed that he was still living with 
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her. She works hard and is angered by the stigma that single mothers on assistance face; 

she felt that surveillance was stigmatizing recalling how OW caseworkers regularly 

questioned her personal relationships. Diane does her best to provide for her daughter and 

has often gone without meals to ensure that her daughter has enough to eat. She is a 

strong woman and fought back against welfare fraud accusations by contacting her MPP 

to assist her with the allegations. The investigation was cancelled and she even gained 

some of her benefits that had been withheld.  

PSM16, Annie  

Annie is a white single mother of two children and has had a rocky and inconsistent 

relationship with the biological father over the past 17 years. She grew up in a low 

income home; her mom was a single mother who relied on welfare. She left home at 17 

and has regrets about leaving home so young; she was very sad remembering the reasons 

why she left. Annie ended up on OW because she was young and pregnant and felt that 

she could not return home. While she was pregnant she volunteered while she was 

completing her high school degree. As a young adult she was diagnosed with 

intussusception, an intestinal medical condition that can be life threatening if not treated. 

She was hospitalized many times due to the pain which eventually required significant 

surgeries and follow up appointments. Annie is now unable to work because of the pain. 

She has completed a personal support worker certificate but due to her condition and her 

lack of transportation (a car is a necessity for the work) she has not secured employment. 

Currently she is living with her spouse and they are both receiving ODSP; it took her 

over two years to receive approval for ODSP even though she had extensive 



 

451 

 

 

 

documentation from her doctor about the severity of her illness. On occasions that she 

had to travel to Toronto for medical appointments, OW failed to provide her with full 

reimbursements even though they said they would if she provided receipts, which she 

did. Her spouse was unable to take care of the children due to his own medical conditions 

(bi polar disorder) while she was receiving treatment for her illness and her family had to 

step in to help out. Things have been really difficult for Annie and she feels depressed 

from the financial stress which has caused tension in her relationship. She resents having 

to live in a rough area of town she calls ‘scumville’ and her son has been especially upset 

about having to move there.  

TSM2, Claire 

Claire is a racialized single mother and has one daughter. She fled her abusive ex-partner 

in the middle of the night and lived in the shelter system for some time. She had a 

difficult time in the shelter and felt powerless which spurred her to become an activist. 

She feels that abused women with little financial security need strong advocates. Once 

Claire was approved for ODSP she was able to move out of the shelter and got involved 

in anti-poverty initiatives in her community. Claire is outspoken and is a strong self-

advocate and has had success defending her needs with  ODSP support workers. She 

currently works part-time as an advocate in low income housing and is actively involved 

in many activist projects (food security, anti-racist and disability advocacy, political 

campaigns). Claire is critical about poor bashing in the media and thinks this is one of the 

reasons why there is so much stigmatization of poor communities.  

TSM4, Janice  
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Janice is a young Black mother of one child finishing high school and lives at home with 

her mother and younger siblings. She had her first child at 17-years-old and, at 19, is 

pregnant with her second child. Janice provides the bulk of childcare for her own child, 

her siblings and takes care of her mother who receives ODSP. When she is not at school 

or taking care of her siblings she is usually looking after her cousins for her aunts. Janice 

does not get paid for this work because her aunts are also on assistance and she 

recognizes how hard they struggle. She feels like she has a lot of responsibility for her 

age but she enjoys taking care of her family. She is eager to finish high school and apply 

to a community college. Janice does not have regular contact with the father of her 

children, she does not ask for help from him and he does very little to support or 

contribute – she prefers her independence. She feels judged by her caseworker who at 

one point suggested she have an abortion because she could not care for her current child 

independently because she was on assistance; this was an incredibly painful experience 

for her to endure. She also struggles to explain to her worker that she is unable to work 

(during the summer months) because of her family responsibilities.  

TSM6, Sylvia 

Sylvia is a Black single mother of three girls 17, 10 and 2 and has been on assistance for 

20 years. She grew up on social assistance with her single mother and has lived in the 

same coop (rent geared to income) her entire life. She loves her home but needs a larger 

apartment because her oldest daughters are unable to share a room anymore. Sylvia feels 

the coop board has discriminated against her. She has been on a waiting list for a larger 

apartment for years and is consistently overlooked. She struggles with chronic fatigue, 
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anxiety and depression which makes it very difficult for her to stay focused and finish her 

upgrading to get her high school diploma. She has also completed a Food Handlers 

certificate and would like to work in a kitchen someday. Sylvia is unable to work at this 

time because her three daughters have a host of medical problems ranging from severe 

asthma (that requires decompression machines and medication) and ear surgery to 

behavioural issues. Sylvia’s depression is debilitating for her, she feels sick and trapped 

in their small apartment. She wishes she could get more help but does not want to be 

medicated. Instead Sylvia would like to have a counsellor, someone she could talk to and 

work out her problems; she is weary of medical professionals that prescribe medication 

and drugs. She is thankful to have such a supportive and loving family and support 

network, she does not know how she would survive without them.  

TSM7, Lauren 

Lauren is a Portuguese single mother with an eighteen-year-old biracial son. Lauren  

grew up in a very abusive household. In grade four her parents removed her from school 

because the bruises were so visible. Despite enduring physical and emotional abuse from 

her mother, Lauren has been forced to care for her mother (who suffers from dementia) in 

the same home where she grew up. Lauren was molested as a child and her mother 

blamed her for it which made it impossible for her get any help. She wishes she could 

afford to move but is unable to based on the small amount she receives from OW. 

Lauren’s ex-partner was also extremely abusive. She tried to make the relationship work 

but the abuse did not stop even when she discovered she was pregnant. She knew that she 

would have to leave him and was relieved when he was deported back to Jamaica where 
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he was incarcerated. Her son has never met his father because he was murdered in jail. 

Lauren’s traumatic experiences of abuse have prevented her from securing a job or 

finishing school. She suffers from depression, anxiety and low self-esteem. Lauren has 

seen a few psychologist but said that her stories of abuse are so severe that the 

counselling sessions have been of little help. She wants to try a new counsellor but does 

not want to be medicated. Lauren currently has a boyfriend but he does not live with her 

and she strictly schedules their time together so that she does not get red flagged by her 

worker. She has not told her worker that she is in a relationship because she thinks it’s 

none of welfare’s business and because she wants to maintain her independence. She is 

very proud of her son who will soon graduate high school this year.  

TSM8, Chantal 

Chantal is a 50-year-old single mother of two teenage daughters. Chantal identifies as a 

Black Jamaican Canadian. Chantal’s father died of an overdose when she was young and 

her mother raised six kids on her own. Chantal has struggled with a drug addiction for 

over 20 years and is currently in recovery, having not used in a few years. Her 

caseworker was very supportive while she was in treatment and helped her through the 

process even when she relapsed. Chantal was upset when she was assigned a different 

caseworker. She was critical of OW’s constant changing of caseworkers because she 

found it difficult to establish a trusting relationship. Since her recovery, Chantal  finished 

high school and finished one year of a social work program for women and children 

leaving domestic violence. She is passionate about helping people and creating positive 

social change. Chantal is also involved in different forms of activism, specifically as a 
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speaker from “Voices From the Street,” a speakers bureau that educates social workers on 

what makes a good worker from the perspective of a recipient. Voices From the Street 

encourages social workers to bring humanity to their work, to actively listen and establish 

a positive and trusting relationship with their clients.  

TSM5, Tara 

Tara is a Black single mother in her early 40s with three children, 18, 13 and 8. She was 

raised by a single mother on welfare; she recalls her mother selling her jewelry so that 

they could afford food. Her mother was eventually hired into a good job at a community 

centre once her daughters were older. Tara has had serious health issues and was 

diagnosed with Crones disease at 17 years old and has since undergone two operations. 

Her mother was able to claim Tara’s medical expenses on her insurance when Tara was 

still a minor but now Tara has difficulty paying for her medications, most of which are 

not covered under the OW drug benefit plan. Tara has not been able to find good paying 

work and believes potential employers discriminate against her because she is a single 

mother on assistance. Tara has aspirations to become a Travel Agent, yet has not been 

able to convince her caseworker to help her get into the program. She works night-shifts 

under the table as a cleaner to help pay the bills. She feels exploited by her employer yet 

does not complain because she worries they will report her to OW.  
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Appendix D 

Common Poverty Measures for Ontario Works and Ontario Disability 

Supports Program in Toronto, April 2010 

This table compares total income for some types of households on Ontario Works and the 

Ontario Disability Support Program with three of the most commonly used low-income 

standards. 

Total income from all sources compared to common poverty measures for 

selected households on Ontario Works and the Ontario Disability Support 

Program Toronto April 2010 

Household 
Total 

income 

Percent of common poverty measures for Toronto 

After tax low-

income measure 

After tax low-

income cut-off 

Market Basket 

Measure 

Ontario Works 

Single adult $7,878 ($16,810) 47% ($18,930) 42% ($16,642) 47% 

Two adult couple $13,669 ($23,534) 58% ($23,039) 60% ($23,298) 57% 

Lone parent - one 

child 
$18,351 ($23,534) 78% ($23,039) 80% ($23,298) 79% 

Lone parent - two 

children 
$23,384 ($28,578) 82% ($28,688) 82% ($28,292) 83% 

Two adult - one child $20,141 ($28,578) 70% ($28,688) 70% ($28,292) 71% 

Ontario Disability Support Program 

Single adult $13,362 ($16,810) 80% ($18,930) 71% ($16,642) 80% 

Two adult couple $20,557 ($23,534) 87% ($23,039) 89% ($23,298) 88% 

Lone parent - one 

child 
$24,795 ($23,534) 105% ($23,039) 108% 

($23,298) 

106% 
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Lone parent - two 

children 
$29,996 ($28,578) 105% ($28,688) 105% 

($28,292) 

106% 

Two adult - one child $27,197 ($28,578) 95% ($28,688) 95% ($28,292) 96% 

Source and assumptions: Calculations by Social Assistance Review Advisory 

Council; two adult couple on Disability Support assumes one with disability; one 

child under 6; two children one under 6 and one over 6; no earned or other income; 

Low income measure from 2007 up-dated to 2010 by CPI; Low income cut-off from 

2008 updated to 2010 by CPI; Market Basket Measure from 2007 up-dated to 2010 

by CPI. The Market Basket Measure and the low-income cut-off are geographically 

specific. We chose Toronto as the highest cost and most populous region in Ontario. 

The poverty measures listed do not take account of the additional costs of disability 

and so overstate the relative financial position of the Ontario Disability Support 

Program. 

 

Source: 

http://www.mcss.gov.on.ca/en/mcss/publications/social/sarac/recipients_sarac.aspx) 
  

http://www.mcss.gov.on.ca/en/mcss/publications/social/sarac/recipients_sarac.aspx
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Appendix E 

Updated List of Medical Conditions for the Special Diet Allowance, 

2013 

On January 25, 2013, the Ontario government updated the list of medical conditions that 

are eligible for the Special Diet Allowance including:  

 

 Celiac Disease 

 Chronic wounds or burns  

 Conditions causing unintentional weight loss/body wasting:  

o ALS (Amyotrophic Lateral Sclerosis also known as Lou Gehrig’s disease) 

o Anorexia Nervosa  

o Crohn’s Disease 

o Cirrhosis (stages 3 and 4) 

o Congestive heart failure  

o Chronic renal failure 

o Chronic hepatitis C with a body mass index of less than 25 

o Cystic Fibrosis  

o HIV/AIDS 

o Huntington Disease 

o Lupus  

o Malignancy 

o Multiple Sclerosis  

o Muscular Dystrophy 

o Ostomies [e.g. jejunostomy, ileostomy]  

o Pancreatic Insufficiency 

o Parkinson Disease 

o Short Bowel Syndrome  

o Ulcerative Colitis 

 Diabetes  

 Dysphagia requiring thickening liquids  

 Extreme Obesity [BMI > 40]  

 Food Allergy – Milk/Dairy 

 Food Allergy – Wheat 

 Gestational Diabetes 

 Hypercholesterolemia  

 Hyperlipidemia 

 Hypertension 

 Inadequate lactation to sustain breast-feeding or breast-feeding is contraindicated  

 Lactose Intolerance 

 Osteoporosis 
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 Prader-Willi Syndrome 

 Renal Failure 

Source: 

http://www.mcss.gov.on.ca/en/mcss/programs/social/sda_medical_conditions.aspx  

  

http://www.mcss.gov.on.ca/en/mcss/programs/social/sda_medical_conditions.aspx
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Appendix F 

Ontario Works Rights and Responsibilities  

As and Ontario Works Client: Your Rights and Responsibilities  

The Ontario Works program strives to balance client needs with individual responsibility. 

Your rights 

If you are applying for or are eligible for Ontario Works, you have the right to: 

 be told about your eligibility in writing, and 

 appeal a decision about your eligibility that you do not agree with. 

Your responsibilities 

If you are receiving Ontario Works, you are required to: 

 meet with us every 3 months to review your Participation Agreement and every 

12 months to review your financial information; 

 take part in employment assistance activities that will help you find a job; 

 report any income you receive from a job, a training program or other source of 

income, such as Employment Insurance, pensions, etc.; 

 keep your receipts and statements in order to verify your income, assets and 

expenses. For example, keep your pay stubs, bank account statement, child care 

receipts, etc.; 

 tell us about any changes in your situation such as getting a job, opening or 

closing a bank account, having a baby, moving, etc.; 

 provide documents or information that we ask for; 
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 obtain any other income that you are entitled to. For example, child support, 

Ontario Child Benefit, Employment Insurance, other tax benefits, etc.; 

 repay any Transition Child Benefit money you received if you get a retroactive 

Ontario Child Benefit and/or National Child Benefit Supplement payment that 

applies to the same month(s) you received the Transition Child Benefit, and 

 repay any money you received that you were not entitled to. 

 Source: http://www.mcss.gov.on.ca/en/mcss/programs/social/ow/client/responsibilities.aspx  

  

http://www.mcss.gov.on.ca/en/mcss/programs/social/ow/client/responsibilities.aspx
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Appendix G 

Social Assistance/Geared to Income Verification Form 2012 
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Appendix H 

Pre-Approved Interview Questions for Ontario Works Caseworkers  

 

The following interview questions have been approved by the General Research Ethics Board 

(GREB) at Queen's University. The interviews are meant to be open-ended allowing interviewees 

to shape the direction and content of the discussion.  

 

Opening Questions  

 Can you tell me about your line of work? 

 What kinds of people do you interact with on a daily basis? 

 Can you tell me how Ontario works ‘works’? 

 What are some of your thoughts about the Ontario Works legislation? 

Specific Questions  

 How long have you worked for OW?  

 Where you working with OW before or during OWA in mid 1990s? 

 How does technology affect your job? 

 What are your thoughts on technology?  

 

 


