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Abstract

Like other liberal-welfare states, Canadian policy makers, in a climate of
balanced budgets and deficit reduction, have been active in developing policies
intended to move people from social assistance to employment. Although programs
designed to move welfare recipients into the labour force are not new in Canada, the
mandatory nature of recent welfare-to-work initiatives is new. The introduction of
welfare-to-work policies in Canada signals a neo-liberal shift which is moving
Canada from a model of social citizenship, where all citizens are entitied to a base
level of benefits, to a model of market citizenship, where citizenship entitlement is
contingent upon a person'’s attachment to the labour market. Given that welfare
recipients have a precarious attachment to the labour market at best, the shift to
market citizenship may have negative consequences for their income security, and,
in tumn, their health and well-being. With increasing value placed upon iabour-force
attachment, welfare recipients are increasingly at risk for receiving fewer citizenship
entitlements.

In this dissertation | detail the experiences of 17 welfare recipients over the
period of one year in their quest to become productive market citizens. Using critical
feminist and human ecological theoretical frameworks, | explore the interface
between mandated welfare-to-work policies in Canada and the experiences of
welfare recipients with preschool children. | show how welfare-to-work policies
offered participants the promise of employment, self-sufficiency and social inclusion,
set against the backdrop of food and income insecurity, stigma and social isolation of
welfare. | demonstrate that for a significant majority of these participants, welfare-to-

work did fulfill the promise — for awhile - mostly through increased income provided
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by student-finance benefits. However, this promise was short-lived, as most welfare
recipients did not get the promised jobs, and at the end of the year were not
economically or socially better off than before. Furthermore, | show how welfare-to-
work impacted the unpaid work at the edges of a workday, what | refer to as the
“work outside the work”, suggesting that welfare-to-work policies do not adequately
address the work/family issues of low-income families. | discuss what these findings
reveal about larger social processes, positing that the trend toward active sociai
policies which attempt to move welfare recipients to self-sufficiency will not be
successful because these policies fail to adequately acknowledge and address
obstacles faced by welfare recipients. | conclude by revisiting the concept of social

citizenship and delineating a vision for a caring society.
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Chapter One
Introduction

A decent provision for the poor is the true test of civilization.
Samuel Johnson
On December 19, 2002, the Supreme Court of Canada ruled that a Quebec
resident did not have the constitutional right to a guaranteed minimal income.
Central to this case was welfare-to-work legislation, requiring welfare recipients to
engage in employment related activities in order to receive state benefits. The
claimant, Louise éosselin, challenged welfare-to-work legislation in Quebec, arguing
that it violated her rights to equality, liberty and security as stated in the Canadian
Charter of Rights and Freedoms. Gosselin also argued that the Charter should be
expanded to include economic security for the poor (Supreme Court of Canada,
2002). This landmark case raises critical questions pertaining to Canadian weilfare
reform. What are the implications of welfare-to-work policies for the economic and
non-economic well-being of welfare recipients and their children? Does welfare-to-
work denote a violation of citizenship rights, and what does its existence suggest
about the role of the state in providing economic security for its citizens? This
Supreme Court decision is just one indication of a somewhat invisible but pervasive
ideological shift in Canada that is reformulating notions of citizenship entitlements,
and may have significant implications for marginalized groups, particularly
impoverished families.
The 1990s signaled a fundamental change in how Canada addresses income
security. The trend in Canada, as in several other liberal-welfare states, has been to
approach welfare reform through a market-oriented strategy known as welfare-to-

work. According to this approach, welfare recipients who are deemed employable by
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govemment receive benefits only if they are taking steps towards gainful
employment through particinating in employability programs, attending schod!, or
actively engaging in job-search activities (Gorlick & Brethour, 2001). While welfare-
to-work programs have existed in Canada in one form or another since the 1970s,
there was a “seismic shift” in the burgeoning nature of welfare-to-work programs in
the 1990s (Peck, 2001a).

70 historicaily contextuaiize the introduction of weifare-to-work programs, |
present a brief synopsis of the development of the welfare state in Canada. The
economic hardship experienced during the Great Depression in the 1930s triggered
Canadians’ recognition of their collective risk and laid the groundwork for the
development of the postwar welfare state in Canada. Yalnizyan (1994) points out
that the “shiver of universal risk had swept over everyone, and people started
demanding protections by pooling that risk across society” (p. 31). Within this
context, Leonard Marsh (1943) wrote the Report on Social Security for Canada,
outlining a blueprint for a society based on shared risk and responsibilities. Over the
next two decades, programs such as employment insurance, family allowance, old
age security, universal healthcare and education, and social assistance sprang from
this notion of collective risk and responsibility (Armstrong, 1997). Although far from
perfect, these programs offered a basis for social rights in Canada. As Ammstrong
(1997) states:

Certainly the programs had flaws and many failed to fulfil (sic) the stated

objectives. Some perpetuated inequality while others ignored such objectives

entirely. Almost all were the result of struggle and compromise, conflict and

debate. But all the initiatives discussed here were based on the notion that
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Canadians had shared rights and shared responsibilities and that they

deserved some protection from the excesses of the market (p. 55).

The federal govermnment developed two programs to share the costs of social
welfare, health and post-secondary education with the provinces: the Canada
Assistance Plan (CAP) in 1966 to provide funds for social services, and The
Established Programs Financing Arrangement (EPF) in 1977 to address health and
post-secondary education. Relevant here is that the goals of CAP were to prevent
poverty and provide assistance to citizens in need (Armstrong, 1997). Importantly,
the federal government had specific regulations in place through CAP that required
that social assistance be provided by the provinces without work requirements,
thereby providing a modest basic income to citizens in need.

In the 1990s, key changes to the federal administration of funding for social
services, health and post-secondary education created an opportunity for a
watershed of change to how provinces provided social assistance. In 1996, CAP and
the EPF were abolished and replaced with the Canadian Health and Social Transfer
(CHST). Through the CHST, the federal government provided block-funding to the
provinces for social services, health and post-secondary education, and gave
provinces increased discretionary power about how to prioritize spending. Because
the monies provided to provinces was given in a block grant for these programs, it
put the funding for social services in competition with health and post-secondary
education. Not surprisingly, provincial governments tended to prioritize health and
post-secondary education over social assistance. The CHST also removed the
requirement that social assistance be provided without strings. Consequently,
provinces began to enact welfare-to-work policies, fundamentally altering the

previous notion that welfare was a rights’ based program (Amstrong, 1997). The
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Province of Alberta, for instance, began a process of revamping its social assistance
system by developing regulations to restrict eligibility and financial support for
welfare recipients and mandating welfare recipients into job training programs
(Gorlick & Brethour, 1998a; Vosko, 1999). The social assistance program was
renamed Supports for Independence (SFI), making it explicit that the purpose of SFi
was temporary support which was intended ultimately to lead to self-sufficiency.
While this trend may be viewed as a “passing fancy”, there is evidence to
suggest that these policy moves are part of a larger shift in how we view citizenship
within modem day welfare states. The emergence of the global economy evidenced
by the internationalization of capital and the proliferation of trans-national
companies, coupled with rising national deficits and declining national growth gave
rise to the ideology of neo-liberalism in many industrialized nations in the 1980s,
including Canada (Teeple, 2000). The gloomy economic landscape of Canada in the
1980s led to increased unemployment, and subsequent increased usage of social
welfare programs. The costs of these programs thus began to escalate (Baker &
Tippin, 1999; Pulkingham & Temowetsky, 1996; Vosko, 1999). In such a climate,
governments increasingly blamed welfare recipients for rising public expenditures
(Klein & Montgomery, 2001; Peck, 2001a; Shragge, 1997). Critics of the welfare-to-
work trend argue, however, that the claims that welfare recipients were responsible
for the economic crisis are unfounded, given that social welfare expenditures
comprised just six percent of the federal debt (Pulkingham & Temowetsky, 1996).
Rather, they suggest that the welfare-to-work bandwagon has had more to do with
the persuasive ideology of neo-liberalism than impending financial calamity (Piven &

Cloward 2001).
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Rooted in classic 19" century liberalism, neo-liberalism is characterized by its
focus on the primacy of the market, individualism, small government and de-
regulation (O'Connor, Orloff & Shaver, 1999; Teeple, 2000). Central to neo-
liberalism is the concept of economic rationalism, which emphasizes deficit
reduction, cost-effectiveness and government efficiency, and de-emphasizes
increased government services and poverty reduction (Baker & Tippin, 1999). Neo-
liberal ideology has dominated the discourse on how to address income security in
recent years, and has led to a shift in the conceptualization of citizenship
entitlements (Baker and Tippin, 1999; Brodie, 1997). According to this ideology, the
strengths or limitations of the market must direct the provision of income assistance,
and social benefits are viewed as a privilege rather than as a right. The result is that
economic security for marginalized citizens is increasingly contingent upon their
attachment to the labour force.

The requirement to be attached to the labour market in order to have any
kind of income security is called market citizenship, and suggests a significant
departure from a more inclusive notion of citizenship, otherwise known as social
citizenship (Baker & Tippin, 1999; Brodie, 1997). Significantly different assumptions
underlie these approaches. Where a social citizenship approach argues that there is
a basic right of all citizens to a certain standard of living, regardless of market trends,
a market citizenship approach operates with the assumption that all social programs
must be contextualized within a market economy. While a social citizenship
approach asserts that social programs are a right of citizenship which must be
provided beyond the scope and limitations of the market, a market citizenship

approach limits services to citizens based on contested notions of need and
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deservedness. This shift has significant implications for those who are not attached
to the labour force at ali, or whose attachment is precarious at best.

Under the umbrella of market citizenship, paid labour is valued to the extent
that there is a “moral obligation to engage in it” (Baker & Tippin, 1999, p. 53). In
short, employment is equated with independence and independence is increasingly
associated with worthy citizenship (Baker & Tippin, 1999). Consequently, eligibility
requirements for welfare are less likely to be viewed as a social right. Rather, welfare
is more likely to be viewed as a temporary interim benefit to sustain a person until
s/he can obtain self-sufficiency through employment. That social responsibility within
the ideology of market citizenship is devalued and de-emphasized indicates a
significant shift in focus from community responsibility to individual responsibility.
indeed, Baker and Tippin posit that “longstanding ideas of the collective interest are
being supplanted in official political discourse by notions that citizens are individual
consumers with no a priori claims on social provision from the state, and that they
increasingly should look to private support such as the family, community, and
voluntary organizations” (p. 66). Hence, within a discourse of market citizenship,
concepts of community, interdependence and social cohesion deteriorate and
individualism predominates. Set within this ideological context, this study examined
how welfare-to-work initiatives in Alberta have impacted the day-to-day experiences
of welfare recipients, showing how these experiences are connected to larger social,
political and economic constructs.

This study contributes to a small Canadian literature and a burgeoning
American literature that has examined the economic impacts of welfare reform.
Overall, this body of research indicates that welfare-to-work initiatives lead to

temporary low-paying jobs that seldom include flexibility, autonomy or benefits such
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as sick time (Cancian & Meyer, 2000; Ellwood, 2000; Elton, Siepper, Azmier &
Roach, 1997; Harris, 1996; Long, 2001; Shillington, 1998; Villeneuve, 2000; Vosko,
1999). While little is known about the non-economic impacts of welfare reform on
welfare recipients, researchers are beginning to examine how welfare-to-work
initiatives impact the health, family-functioning, and childcare arrangements of
welfare recipients. For example, research exploring the relationship between health
status and employment status suggests that poor health is linked to unemployment.
While still in its infancy, new U.S. scholarship on welfare reform suggests that the
poor health status of many welfare recipients and their children may impede their
ability to comply with mandatory welfare-to-work legislation (Polit, London &
Martinez, 2001). If poor health precludes welfare recipients from securing labour-
force attachment, how will mandatory welfare-to-work policies impact welfare
recipients’ access to necessary financial resources in an increasingly neo-liberal

society?

Research Problem

The purpose of this research was to contribute to the nascent literature on
Canadian welfare reform by examining the day-to-day impacts of welfare-to-work
initiatives on families in poverty. My research was set within a larger three-year
study, funded by the Social Sciences and Humanities Research Council of Canada
(SSHRC), to assess the implications of welfare-to-work policies on pre-school
children’s health and development'. There were three major components to the
larger project: a review of social and economic policies that relate to the welfare-to-

work trend in Canada; statistical analyses of data from the Canadian National

! See Williamson & Salkie (2005) and Williamson, Salkie & Letourneau(20095) for further
detail on the findings from this research project.
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Longitudinal Survey of Children and Youth; and a primary data collection piece,
which included developmental assessments of pre-school children from social
assistance poor and working poor families, as well as qualitative interviews with
families transitioning from welfare to work. My contribution to this project was to
conduct the recruitment, data collection, data analysis and publication of the findings

for the qualitative component.

Organization of Dissertation

This dissertation is organized as follows. In chapter two | examine a variety of
bodies of literature to show the various interactions among ideology, social policy
and empirical research, highlighting the impacts of welfare reform on families in
poverty. | weave the theoretical frameworks of human ecological theory and critical
feminist theory throughout this review, to search for analytical openings that provide
opportunities for further research. Through this discussion, | reveal gaps in current
thinking and writing on welfare reform, and show how my study addresses some of
these gaps. Chapter three describes the methodology of institutional ethnography
as developed by a contemporary Canadian sociologist, Dorothy Smith, situating this
approach within the critical science tradition. | then outline the process that | used to
locate study participants, collect data, interview participants, and analyze data.

Chapters four through six detail the experiences of 17 welfare recipients in
their quest to become productive market citizens. In chapter four, [ introduce the
participants of this study in their environments as they entered welfare-to-work
programs, depicting the daily struggles they faced with income and food insecurity,
stigma and social isolation, and their attempts to address these problems. Chapter

five shows how welfare-to-work offered welfare recipients an opportunity to leave a
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life of poverty — what | refer to as the promise. In chapter six | juxtapose the promise
of welfare-to-work with the reality, showing the outcomes of welfare-to-work activities
for participants. | discuss what these findings reveal about larger social processes,
positing that the trend toward active social policies which attempt to move weifare
recipients to self-sufficiency will not be successful because they fail to adequately
acknowledge and address obstacles faced by welfare recipients. In chapter seven,
the final chapter, | revisit the concept of social citizenship, and propose a vision for 2

caring society.
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Chapter Two
Perspectives in the Literature

The poverty of our century is uniike that of any other. it is not, as poverty was beiore,
the result of natural scarcity, but of a set of priorities imposed upon the rest of the
world by the rich. Consequently, the modem poor are not pitied but written off as
trash. The twentieth-century consumer economy has produced the first culture for
which a beggar is a reminder of nothing. John Berger
While Canadian literature assessing the impact of welfare reform on families
living in poverty is somewhat limited to date, there is an extensive and ever-
expanding literature assessing the impact of welfare reform on the economic status
of welfare recipients, primarily single mothers and their children, in the U.S. Whereas
govermnments are anxious to evaluate the impact of welfare reform on public
expenditures, poverty researchers and advocates are interested in assessing the
impact of welfare reform on the economic, and more recently, the non-economic
lives of welfare recipients. Although there are extensive iongitudinal, muiti-site
studies throughout the U.S. which examine the impact of welfare-to-work initiatives
on low-income families, | will argue in this analysis that, on balance, there are two
conceptual pieces that are missing in the welfare reform literature, and one empirical
piece that needs significantly more research. First, much of the literature assessing
the impact of welfare reform is analyzed without examining the influence of larger
ideological constructs on the development of welfare-to-work policy, namely neo-
liberalism. Here, | will show how neo-liberalism has influenced Canadian welfare
policy, moving it further away from a model of social citizenship, where citizens are
entitled to benefits by virtue of their citizenship entitlements, and closer to market

citizenship, where citizenship rights are contingent upon an individual's attachment

to the labour market.
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Second, 1 find that, with the exception of a few important feminist analyses,
much of the impact of welfare reform is assessed without a gender lens. This is
problematic given the inherently gendered nature of welfare policy development. My
challenge here is to contribute toward filling this gap through offering an analysis
which both contextualizes welfare-to-work initiatives within the neo-liberal ideological
shift, and shows the importance of using a gender analysis when examining the
impacts of welfare reform on families in poverty. Furthermore, only recently have
researchers begun to look at the non-economic impacts of welfare reform including
how welfare-to-work policies impact the well-being of welfare recipients, particularly
their health, family-functioning, and childcare arrangements. Yet this knowledge is
important to understand the full implications of welfare reform, and to further
examine how changing notions of citizenship may be implicitly represented in
welfare-to-work initiatives. | will therefore contribute to this literature through
examining the non-economic impacts of welfare-to-work.

This chapter is organized as follows. First, | outline the main concepts and
assumptions of human ecological theory and feminist theory, showing how they can
be used to reveal connections between ideological constructs and individuals’
experiences through the medium of social policy. | frame the development of
welfare-to-work policies within an influential, if often unseen ideological umbreila, to
ask not only how welfare reform impacts welfare recipients, but also to look at how
the individual experiences of families reveal how policy is constructed within larger
social, political and economic processes. This approach is consistent with an
institutional ethnographic methodology, which seeks to explicate the connection
between the day-to-day realities of everyday life and the larger social prodesses in

which individual experience occurs (this methodology will be thoroughly reviewed in
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chapter three). Then, | look at the concepts of neo-liberalism and citizenship,
expioring the extent to which neo-liberal ideology has further moved Canada from a
model of social citizenship to a model of market citizenship. Further, | show how
these conceptualizations are important when evaluating the goals and assumptions
of welfare-to-work policies. Finally, | examine the large body of research on welfare-
to-work policies to explore what is known about the impacts of welfare-to-work
policies on the economic and non-economic realities for welfare recipients as they
move from welfare to work. After reviewing the literature, | highlight gaps in current

writing about welfare reform, and explain how the research framework used in this

study will address some of these gaps.

Clarification of terms

There are a number of terms often used interchangeably in the literature on
welfare reform, and that are used interchangeably in this dissertation. These terms
are: welfare recipients, welfare recipients with pre-school children, families in
poverty, impoverished families, low-income families, and low-incomne single mothers.
There are a number of reasons for the interchangeable use of these terms. First, in
the literature contextualizing welfare reform, the research is sometimes looking at
families in poverty generally, not necessarily welfare recipients. Therefore, in this
case these families are referred to as families in poverty or low-income families.
Second, most of the literature examining welfare reform looks at the poverty of single
mothers thus using terms such as sole mothers in poverty, single mothers in poverty,
and so on. In my study, however, most, but not all, participants are women.
Therefore, for the purposes of my study, | use the term families in poverty or welfare

recipients rather than single mothers in poverty. Third, in my study the participants
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are current or former welfare recipients with pre-school children who are engaged in
mandatory welfare-to-work programs. Although the term welfare recipients has a
broader application in the Canadian context (welfare recipients may also be
individuals without children), | use the term welfare recipients here to refer to welfare
recipients with pre-school children simply because the latter term is cumbersome.
Finally, because ali families discussed in this analysis have low incomes, they will
sometimes be referred to as families in poverty or low-income families.

The terms econormic and non-economic Impacts aiso require expianation.
The term economic impacts refers to the effects of weifare reform on eamings,
income stability, and income transfers from government sources, as well as job
opportunities of welfare recipients. The term non-economic impacts refers to the
effects that welfare reforms have on the well-being of families, including the
emotionai and physical health of individual family members, family-functioning, and

childcare arrangements.

Human Ecological Perspective

Human ecology theory provides a powerful theoretical construct to frame
research about the nature of poverty within Canadian society. Because human
ecology theory is designed to study the inter-relationships between humans and their
environments (Visvader, 1986), it has the potential to contribute to theorizing about
the ways in which broader social, political, and economic contexts impact, mitigate,
and perpetuate poverty. Human ecology theory can also reveal how ideological
constructs influence the social policy environment and how welfare policy, in tum,

impacts individuals.
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There are several important assumptions within the human ecological
framework that provide a useful foundation for developing an ecoiogy of poverty.
First, human ecology theory assumes that context is vital in explaining individual and
family development, as well as quality of life. “The well-being of individuals and
families cannot be considered apart from the well-being of the whole ecosystem”
(Buboiz & Sontag, 1993, p. 425). In poverty research, human ecology theory can be
used to contextualize individual poverty within broader policy and ideological
environments.

Second, there is the assumption of reciprocity between humans and their
environments. While social, economic, physical and political environments influence
individuals, individuals also influence the various contexts in which they live (Steiner,
1995). “The uniqueness of human ecology,” according to Sontag and Bubolz (1988),
“lies in its focus on viewing humans and their near environments as integrated
wholes, mutually influencing each other” (p. 118). The concept of reciprocity is
intriguing because it suggests that although there may be a significant power
imbalance between individuals and their environments, there is potential to change
the power relations — between individuals and oppressive structures — that lead to
power imbalances. This assumption thus gives room for notions of individual agency
and the ability to transform systems. Thus, in human ecology theory, the individual,
while influenced by his or her environments, is not determined by them. Using this
assumption enhances understanding of the impact that social policy, contextualized
within the larger social, economic, political and ideological environment, has on the
experiences of individuals. However, it also leaves room to explore how individual

agency has the potential to impact larger political, social and economic structures.
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To understand the forces of structure and agency in molding social
processes within a human ecological paradigm, Sprey’s (2000) metaphor of a river is
useful. He explains that rivers are “self-organizing, dynamic, systems; complex, but
analyzable™ and (Yates, Garfinkel, Walter & Yates, 1987, as cited in Sprey, 2000, p.
22) that a river’s “flow is constrained by, but also shapes, its banks” (Sprey, p. 22).
Human agency is symbolized by the flow; societal structure is symbolized by the
banks. Human agency is constrained by, although simultaneously shapes, societal
structure. When human agency is stronger (where the current flows faster and
harder because of the force of gravity), it has more ability to shape the structure.
When human agency is weakened however (when the pull of gravity is diminished
by a flat stretch in the river or a widening of the banks), there is less opportunity to
shape the structure (river banks). Structure and agency therefore mutually influence
one another, albeit with grades of influence. It should be noted that human
ecological theory recognizes the limits of individual agency. Human ecologists, while
recognizing human agency, are also cognizant of the reality that environments “pose
limitations and constraints as well as possibilities and opportunities” for families in
poverty (Bubolz & Sontag, 1993, p. 426). While recognizing the limited opportunity
for many people in poverty to exercise agency, it could be argued that having an
opportunity to make known their day-to-day experiences through a research project
could enhance opportunities to exercise individual agency.

Third, human ecology theorists assume that certain interactions between
individuals and their environments are developed through human-made rules
“related to use and allocation of resources, role expectations, and distribution of
power” (Bubolz and Sontag, 1993, p. 426). Jenson (1997) emphasizes the fact that

social institutions are constructed through political action.
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Neither the creation of institutions nor their modification are unmediated
consequences of socio-economic structural tendencies. Limits and
constraints obviously exist, but structuration is the result of action. These
processes of structuration require detailed attention, precisely because they
vary in space and in time. This means choices exist (p. 630, emphasis
added).
Opportunities exist for system change as institutions are not static, but dynamic. This
assumption provides an opportunity to recognize that social policy, which addresses
poverty, can be rethought and reworked to better recognize the needs of people in
poverty.

A fourth assumption of human ecology theory is that “(k)nowledge can be
used to transform oppressive social structures in order to bring about greater justice
and freedom” (Bubolz and Sontag, 1993p. 428). Siry (1988) argues that human
ecology is a metadiscipline because it “challenges the traditional role and the
authority of specialists over certain prescribed domains of knowledge” (as cited in
Strauss, 1990, p.13). As a metadiscipline, human ecological theory provides an
opportunity for a unique and original perspective to develop. This notion applies well
to the conceptualization of poverty. O’Connor (2000) suggests that poverty research
must move away from its current focus on the behaviour of people in poverty and
look more at structural issues. Furthermore, through the use of a gender lens, new
opportunities to see implicit assumptions about gender in policy addressing poverty
become clearer. In reframing the issue of poverty, we have the opportunity to reveal
new analytical openings that provide opportunities for deconstructing the complexity

of large societal structures and their interactions with individuals.
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In this study, | use the human ecological perspective to refocus the issue of
poverty on structural issues, and to examine the gendered nature of welfare reform.
An institutional ethnographic methodological approach is employed to make linkages
between the experiences of individuals in poverty and the larger social processes
which contribute to organizing these experiences. Thus, the issue of poverty is
reframed by looking at how welfare recipients’ lives are structured by policy and
ideology within Canadian society. Furthermore, this study considers how ideology

and policy reveat shifting notions of citizenship.

A human ecological model

Introduction

For this study, | have developed a model using a human ecological
framework to conceptualize how families’ experiences are situated within larger
social processes. Human ecology theory, like institutional ethnographic
methodology, focuses on the contexts in which individual lives are shaped. Using a
human ecological model, then, gives a graphic representation of the ways in which
individuals interact with their environments. The human ecological model of nested
environments, developed by Bronfenbrenner (1979) to show how individuals are
embedded within their family, community and societal contexts, can be adapted to
explore the ways in which individuals and families in poverty interact with their
various environments, particularly the social policy environment as nested within the
larger ideological environment.

Figure 1 shows how the family is embedded within the social policy
environment and the ideological environment of society. Below | outline the various

environments within the model, and briefly explain their significance in relation to
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Figure 1. Interface Between Individuals In Poverty and Their Environments: A Human
Ecological Model

Critical Feminist
Ideolegical Environment: N Theorv: Gender Lens
Neo-liberalism -

families and individuals in poverty. Following this brief description of the model, |
engage in an in-depth discussion of relevant literature as related to each
environment within the model. Hence, my literature review is organized to mirror the
various aspects of the model | have developed here. | start the in-depth discussion
with the ideological environment, then move to the social policy environment, and
finally review the bulk of the literature which discusses the empirical findings about

the impact of welfare-to-work policies on families and individuals in poverty.
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Environments

Ideological environment

Incorporated within the external layer of the model is the ideological context
for policy development and implementation. The current ideology shaping social
policy in Canada is neo-liberalism, which assumes the primacy of the market. The
ideological climate of a society has significant impacts on marginalized people
including those in poverty, because they tend to be more vuinerable than other
groups. How a society conceptualizes citizenship becomes extremely important for
these groups. If, for example, a society views people who need extra support from
the public purse as valuable citizens who have entitlement to government supports,
this particular group of people will have a greater chance at an enhanced quality of
life, including a reduction in poverty. In our current society, seniors are an example
of a group of persons who have received public support to increase government
financial transfers, resulting in significantly reduced rates of poverty in the last 20
years (Beauvais & Jenson, 2001). if on the other hand, a group is viewed as
undeserving, implying that somehow this group has not eamed its citizenship
entitiement, it will be stigmatized and support will be minimal. Single mothers on
welfare would be one such group in our society (Baker & Tippin, 1999). Increasingly,
full citizenship in liberal welfare states is granted only to those who fit within the
acceptable confines of the market economy (Baker & Tippin, 1999). Where seniors
might be seen to have made their contributions to society, defined as their market
contributions, single mothers are often seen as persons who are taking, but not

contributing, to the public good, again increasingly defined in market terms.
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Social policy environment

The social policy environment is included to consider the ways in which social
policy impacts families and individuals in poverty. Welfare-to-work is particularly
pertinent here. When people are mandated into employability programs, this will
have consequences for their emotional and physical health and weli-being, family-
functioning and childcare arrangements. Notions of gender equality, dependency
and self-sufficiency are included in this layer of the model, because of their critical
importance in shaping social policy. How gender equality, dependency and seilf-
sufficiency are defined and understood by policy makers has significant

consequences for how welfare recipients will be constituted within neo-liberal

society, thus impacting their citizenship status.

Families and individuals in poverty

A discussion of families and individuals in poverty is grouped together here,
because their distinction in the context of this study is somewhat artificial. Individuals
in poverty are often part of families, and families in poverty are most definitely
composed of individuals. The perforated line between the individual and family
circles, as indicated in Figure 1, represents the recognition of the interconnection,
yet distinction, between individuals and their family environments. Although it is
acknowledged that individual representatives of families do not necessarily represent
the perspectives and experiences of all family members (Copeland & White, 1991;
Eichler, 1997), it is also a necessary limitation of this research that the primary
parent of each family was interviewed, and it is therefore his or her perspectives and
accounts of the family experiences that are portrayed. Thus, while the focus of this

research is on the experiences of families in poverty, these experiences are relayed
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by one individual in poverty, as a spokesperson for that family. Within the model the
recognition of the individua!l in poverty is thus contextualized within families in
poverty. This illustrates that although this research is about families in poverty, it is
recognized that families are composed of individuals in poverty who undoubtedly

have both similar and different experiences of that poverty.

interaction between individuals and enviromments

The two-headed arrow represents the interactive nature of the individual with

various environments, as well as the interaction among environments. This model
thus recognizes the reciprocity of the interactions between individuals and their
environments: while it is clear that environments impact the individual, the individual
also has the potential to exercise agency within human-built structures. Individuals in
poverty might exercise their agency by joining groups which lobby for change, such
as the National Anti-Poverty Organization. They might also exercise their agency
through participating in participatory action research projects. As well, individuals
might exercise their agency when they resist policies through refusing to comply with
particular requirements, such as choosing not to claim extra sources of income such
as gifts of money or report an “under the table” job.

The second type of interaction is that between the environments. McKnight
(1995) illuminates this process. He argues that it is important to look at how various
programs are connected, suggesting that potentially positive programs can have
negative impacts through their unknown interactions with other programs. Using an
analogy of a forest, he suggests that one tree in itself does not change an eco-
system. However, as you get many trees together, the climate can change, creating

a completely different environment, a forest, that is difficult to see in its midst.
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Likewise, the impacts of one program in itself may have minimal, and/or positive
effects, but in combination with many other unconnected programs may create an
invisible, yet harmful impact. Theoretically, recognizing the interaction between these
programs, and creating policies which consider the interplay between them, can be

highly effective.

Gender lens

A gender lens, signifying a feminist analysis, is incorporated in the model to
demonstrate that in this conceptualization, policy will be examined to determine its
differential impacts based on gender. The inclusion of a gender analysis in this
framework is important as gender has tended to be overlooked in social policy
analysis (O'Connor, 1996). The use of a gender lens is better understood within the

context of critical feminist theory, which is explained below.

Critical feminist theory

Critical theory has its origins in studying oppression from a class-based
analysis, whereas feminist theory has its origins in studying oppression from a
gender-based analysis. Where critical theory may be understood as a critical
analysis of social institutions in order to illuminate the structure of domination and
oppression (Fay, 1987), feminist theory may be thought of as “an analysis of
women's subordination for the purpose of figuring out how to change it” (Gordon,
1979, as cited in Osmond & Thome, p. 5§92, 1993). Critical feminist theory is a hybrid
of these two theories.

Critical feminist theory, like critical theory, seeks to reveal structural

oppression, transform systems, and emancipate oppressed individuals. The main
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distinguishing feature of critical theory and critical feminist theory is that the latter
includes gender as a category of analysis, arguing that the female experience has
been overlooked historically (Harding, 1987;Reinharz, 1992). By making visible
previously invisible female experiences, critical feminist theorists work to correct
“both the invisibility and distortion of female experience in ways relevant to ending
women’s unequal social position” (Lather, 1991, p. 71).

Critical feminists assume that the sociai construction of gender must be
understood within social, historic and cultural contexts (Osmond & Thorme, 1993). By
making the connection between individual experiences and societal contexts, critical
feminist theorizing of issues such as poverty or violence emphasizes structural
explanations over individualistic explanations of particular phenomena. In this way, a
feminist critical theoretical approach dovetails nicely with a human ecological
approach. It offers an opportunity to look at the connection between the individual
experiences of marginalized women and structural oppression (Bloom, 1998).
Specifically, critical feminist theory serves as an important theoretical lens for
researching the impact of welfare-to-work policies on the lives of families in poverty,
with its focus on the importance of personal experience and the emancipation of
particular groups of people from parts of society that are oppressive, "especially
ideologies, that maintain the status quo by restricting or limiting different groups’
access to the means of gaining knowledge” (Nielsen, 1990, p. 9).

Feminist theorists have expanded their categories of analysis due to criticism
for not adequately considering other areas of discrimination such as race, class,
disability, and sexual orientation (see, for example, hooks, 1989). Critical feminist
theorists now recognize that gender is not the only basis for discrimination, but

rather one of various sites of oppression (Osmond & Thome, 1993). Assumptions
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from feminist theory are thus used to apply to broader understandings of social
inequality. Bloom (1998) emphasizes this point: “Feminist women of color in
particular note that feminist theory from U.S.-bom, white, middle-class, heterosexual,
able-bodied Christian women tends to rely on gender as the sole category of critical
analysis because sexism is the form of domination most relevant to them” (p. 140,
author’'s emphasis). Bloom’s point is well taken. As a privileged, educated person
studying poverty, | must stop to reflect on my experiences of gender-based
oppression and recognize that marginalization will look significantly different to
women in poverty than it does to me. | must seek to understand oppression from
their viewpoints, not my own.

In summary, the relational, comprehensive, and holistic nature of human
ecology theory and critical feminist theory, while creating theoretical complexity and
messiness, provide the potential for a more complete picture of how individuals and
their environments interrelate, mutually influencing one another. Furthermore,
because human ecology theory and critical feminist theory are both applied theories,
they facilitate the development of recommendations from research that can lead to
social and political change.

In the next section | review relevant literature related to the various
environments within the human ecological model | have introduced above. [ start
with the outer rim of the model, the ideological environment, and work inwards,
concluding with the bulk of the literature that examines the consequences of welfare

reform for low-income families with pre-school children.
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The Ideological Environment

Neo-liberalism

The key assumptions underlying the language, tone and policy development
of welfare-to-work initiatives in Canada reflect the ideology of neo-liberalism. In fact,
Piven and Cloward (2001) suggest that “the propelling force behind the workfare
campaign arises not from some quasi-mystical postindustrial economic imperative
but from neo-liberal politics™ (p. xi, emphasis added). In other words, the Iogiq behind
welfare-to-work initiatives has less to do with a proven economic crisis, and more to
do with persuasive ideology. The importance of neo-liberal assumptions, then, must
be emphasized in understanding welfare-to-work initiatives. There are three main
assumptions of neo-liberalism used to justify welfare-to-work initiatives. First, the
private sector, following the rules of the market, uses resources more efficiently and
cost-effectively than the public sector. Second, the provision of universal social
benefits does not decrease poverty or unemployment. Rather, it increases the
comfort-level of receiving state benefits for those in need, further perpetuating state
dependency. Lastly, social benefits are not a right, but are a privilege which entail
particular responsibilities to the state (Baker and Tippin, 1999; Brodie, 1997). The
language of economic rationalism resonates with neo-liberal ideology, and has been
used to justify welfare-to-work trends. Economic rationalism emphasizes deficit
reduction, cost-effectiveness and government efficiency, and de-emphasizes
govemment services and poverty reduction (Baker and Tippin, 1999). A neo-liberal
agenda thus works to convince citizens that the main role of the state is fiscal
responsibility, not the provision of a social safety net. As McDaniel (2002) states,
“Attempts by civil society or citizens to assert social rights or the public interest are

recodified as against progress” (p. 131).
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It is important to note that a body of comparative literature exists which
analyzes policy outoomes in different countries. Scholars in this area challenge the
notion of the “globalization thesis” which suggests that the increase in intemational
capital has influenced the retrenchment of welfare states. Instead, they argue that
the influence of movements such as neo-liberalism is but one factor informing the
direction a nation takes in how it approaches social policy, as evidenced by
divergent choices made by a variety of nation states (Benoit, 2000; Sainsbury, 1996;
Swank, 2002). According to this literature, policy directions are not inevitable; rather,
alternatives exist.

Comparative scholars point out that European countries generally, and
Scandinavian countries more specifically, have recognized that employment in itself
is not adequate to eliminate poverty. The focus in European countries is to look not
only at labour-force attachment, but at the quality of jobs attained (Jenson, 2003).
Although labour-market attachment in these countries is still a goal, it is recognized
that other supports are also needed to reduce poverty and enhance the well-being of
marginalized individuals and families. In cross-national comparative literature,
Sweden is often upheld as a model for recognizing and addressing gender
inequality, in part through state benefits and in part through the provision of public
sector jobs and adequate childcare in order to support women's labour market
attachment (Benoit, 2000; Sainsbury, 1996).

Given that this study is not comparative, it is beyond the scope of this
dissertation to review this cross-national literature in detail. However, | mention this
body of literature to remind us that the development of social policies within
countries is affected not only by larger social forces such as globalization and

ideologies like neo-liberalism, but also by within country factors such as historical
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influences and the mobilization of collective action (Benoit, 2000; Sainsbury, 1996;
Swank, 2002). Nonetheless, | argue here that neo-liberalism has had a significant
impact on the direction of policy trends in Canada, and has subsequently influenced

how citizenship is understood.

Models of citizenship

While there are various ways to conceptualize citizenship, the overarching
perspectives can be divided into two broad-based views: socia!l citizenship and
market citizenship. With the influence of neo-liberalism, Canada, like other liberal
welfare states, is moving increasingly from a model of social citizenship to a model of
market citizenship (Baker & Tippin, 1999; Brodie, 1997). The concept of social
citizenship is intricately connected to understandings of the welfare state. Originating
with T.H. Marshall (1965), the term social citizenship encapsulates the idea that the
role of the welfare state, broadly conceptualized, is to provide a safeguard from the
market economy, offering a certain level of commitment to its citizens to buffer
potential negative impacts of a market economy (Marshall, 1994). In welfare states,
however differently they may be constructed, the notion that the state has a
responsibility to ensure at least a minimal level of well-being for its citizens is
understood. In its perfect form, social citizenship “represents the highest
development of the principle of welfarism or social reformism” (Teeple, 2000, p. 46).
Advocates of social citizenship thus uphold the notion of public responsibility for the
well-being of citizens, regardless of market trends (Marshall, 1994).

In the context of Canada, social citizenship emerged as a mode! of
organization in the postwar era. Commencing with the Marsh Report (1942) on

social security, the Canadian welfare state was bormn. Marsh’s vision of society
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entailed federal support, funding and administration for programs including social
insurance, social assistance, family allowance, health insurance and old age security
(Burman, 1996). Although not instituted in a comprehensive, unified form as Marsh
envisioned, the welfare state in Canada expanded through the next several decades
to include these programs, albeit in a rather piecemeal and residual fashion.

Unlike social citizenship, market citizenship hinges citizenship rights to
labour-force attachment. In other words, it equates paid employment with
independence and worthy citizenship (Baker & Tippin, 1999). According to this
perspective, social programs can only be offered within the confines of the market.
Boyd and McDaniel (1995) state that the market approach to social policy is
significant for women as it has “diminished the traditional role of social policy as
redistributive of resources to reduce inequalities to one of laissez-faire” (p. 30). Like
neo-liberalism, then, market citizenship is closely aligned with the private sector and
individual rights and responsibilities. Market citizenship resembles a conventional
notion of citizenship based on the assumption of the autonomous individual who is
detached from any particular interests. In other words, a conventional citizen is
“male, white, heterosexual and economically privileged” (Marshall, 1994, p. 135).
This understanding of citizenship is problematic from a feminist perspective. Unlike
the autonomous individual, women are likely to be constructed as takers of state
services and relationally connected to someone else as a wife, mother, ex-wife,
widow, grandmother and so on. Thus, employed men are seen as the prototype of
the individual; women, in contrast, “are related to individuals™ (Marshall, 1994, p.
139).

Within the market citizenship model, the assumption that work will bring

economic benefits is problematic from a feminist perspective. According to this
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assumption, if notions of atizenship are dosely tied to paid work, it follows that the
more one works for pay, the more citizenship entitiements he or she will receive.
Using a gender lens shows that this reasoning is faulty when applied to women.
Many women do not work full-time due to their disproportionate amount of caring
responsibilities in comparison to men. Additionally, women generally have
significantly lower incomes than men, even if working full-time (Chaykowski &
Powell, 1999). Hence, the failure to factor in gender analysis has alarming
consequences for women, especially those who are poor, in a market economy.
Furthermore, Baker and Tippin (1999) clearly highlight the consequences for policy
development as well: “Trying to make women into economic actors without
addressing their family roles and their relationship to the market and state lays the
groundwork for policy failure™ (p. 263). In other words, until governments recognize
the interplay between work and family, and the additional barriers that low-income
workers face, policies designed to move individuals into the workforce will be
ineffective. Welfare policies, in short, need to recognize inequalities based on gender
and class if they are to be successful.

It must be noted that the shift from social and market citizenship in Canada is
not a neat and tidy demarcation, nor is it conceptually uncontested. Teeple (2002)
contends that although social citizenship was achieved in many westemn welfare
states in the postwar era, the achievement was “partial and conditional” (p. 47).
Canada’s history of social development is best characterized as messy, complex,
piecemeal and at times contradictory (Siltanen, 2002). In critiquing the argument
that Canada has shifted from social to market citizenship, Siltanen (2002)

acknowledges that a shift has taken place, but she posits that it is essentially a
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“within-paradigm intensification — from mean and lean, to meaner and leaner” (p.
397).

Scholars point out that the application of social citizenship ideals did not
apply to groups of people marginal or outside the labour force (Teeple, 2000),
showing that like market citizenship, the centrality of labour-force attachment for
citizenship was assumed then as now. This had particularly significant
consequences for women. Feminist critiques of the golden age of the welfare state
show that assumptions underpinning social citizenship were based on the
experiences of the common male worker, not the experience of women largely
relegated to the private sphere (Pateman, 1988). In other words, Marshall's
conceptualization of social citizenship incorporated class, but overlooked gender
even while unstated gendered assumptions underpinned the conceptualization of
sociai programs where the “workplace and the home presumed a stable working
class, a nuclear family, and a dependent wife and children support by a male
breadwinner” (Bakker, 1996, p. 17). It is therefore important not to mythologize the
postwar era as an ideal time, particularly for women. As Bakker (1996) states: “a
state-centered perspective that harkens back to the Keynesian era should ...not go
unproblematized” (p. 17).

Just as the implementation of the notion of social citizenship in the postwar
era was not complete, neither is the development of market citizenship. Even with
the predominance of market citizenship in current society, social security still exists,
albeit in watered-down forms. We do not live in a society devoid of any social
programs. Importantly, despite the deterioration of various social programs, there is
still evidence of caring and collectivity in current society. Citizens’ resistance to the

retrenchment of the universal provision of health, education, and old age security
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serve as examples to suggest that not everyone has embraced the ethos of market
citizenship. Hence, even when things change, they stay the same. Strands of
continuity and discontinuity are evident.

Having pointed out the untidy nature of this distinction between market and
social citizenship, | will continue to use these conceptualizations for, despite their
limitations, they prove useful as instructive tools for a gendered analysis of current
trends in welfare policy developments. White (2003) points out two fundamental
changes have occurred in the past decade, providing compelling evidence that a
significant shift has taken place, despite the blurring of the lines. First, where work
was once seen as a right, it is now an obligation. Second, where the market was
once seen as place that citizens sometimes needed protection from due to its
volatility, it is now seen as the place in which citizens gain protection from income
insecurity. As White (2003) states: “Indeed, the tabour market is no longer seen as a
producer of risks, but rather as the solution to the health and social risks associated
with poverty and exclusion” (p. 71, emphasis in original). Hence, although labour-
force attachment has always been important, the risks and vulnerabilities inherent in
the market are no longer acknowledged in policies mandating work for welfare
recipients. At different points throughout this study, | reflect on these
conceptualizations about social and market citizenship in light of the findings of this
study, arguing that this shift in emphasis has particularly detrimental implications for
impoverished women with children. The shift from the social citizenship model to the
market citizenship model becomes more evident in the analysis of welfare-to-work
legislation where the goals, assumptions, discrepancies and contradictions of

various conceptualizations of welfare are played out.
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The Social Policy Environment
Goals and assumptions of welfare-to-work: The Canadian context

Reflective of current ideological understandings, the Canadian welfare state
has undergone significant modifications in the last decade. Most generally, the policy
orientation has shifted from a “passive” social protection state to an “active” policy
orientation (Jenson & Saint-Martin, 2003). As such, many provincial social
assistance programs have received a substantial overhaul with the intent of
increasing the labour-force attachment of welfare recipients. Provincial policy
changes have been accompanied by federal policy initiatives, specifically The
National Child Benefit, to facilitate further labour-force attachment and reduce child
poverty. Key to welfare reform is the concept of self-sufficiency, the notion that
citizens should receive income from market income, not state benefits.

The explicit goals of welfare reform in Canada are clear: to reduce
government expenditures and to move welfare recipients into work (Gorlick &
Brethour, 1998a; OECD, 1999). These goals will be achieved, according to this
approach, through promoting self-sufficiency, encouraging family responsibility,
reducing dependency on the state, and tightening eligibility requirements to make it
more difficult to receive social assistance benefits (Baker & Tippin, 1999; Gorlick &
Brethour, 1998a; OECD, 1999; Peck, 20013; Shragge, 1997).

[The] key to dealing with social insecurity can be summed up in a single

phrase: helping people get and keep jobs...Key to this is to overcome

Canada's “skills’ deficit”— to offer the best-educated, best-trained

workforce in the world, and that must be our common goal in the coming

years (HRDC, 1994, Cited in Peck, 2001a, p. 213).
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The path to self-sufficiency then, according to Human Resources Development
Canada (HRDC), is empioyment (HRDC, 2000b; OECD, 1999).

In addition to tightening eligibility for social assistance benefits, many
provinces have made social assistance benefits contingent upon participation in
employability programs. These programs are designed to enhance human capital
and basic job skills, in order to facilitate the labour-force attachment of welfare
recipients deemed employable. A variety of empioyability programs exist: while some
are part-time and focus on life-skills and personal development, including conflict
management and budgeting, others are full-time and focus on job skills such as
resume writing, interview skills, job search, and on-the-job training (Alberta Human
Resources and Employment (AHRE), 2002-2003; Gorlick & Brethour, 1998a).

On top of provincially run employability programs, the federal government
has develeped a joint initiative with provincial and territorial governments called the
National Child Benefit Supplement (NCBS). The NCBS has two clear goals: to
reduce the depth of child poverty and to encourage labour-force attachment through
reducing barriers to the welfare wall (HRDC, 2000a; National Child Benefit, 2004).
Importantly, receipt of the NCBS is not dependent on employment status. If a
family’s income is below a certain level (which varies according to number of children
and region), the family receives the NCBS. Thus, whether a family is receiving social
assistance or employment income, it will still receive the NCBS. However, provinces
have the option of reducing social assistance benefits to reflect the NCBS income of
welfare recipients, and the majority of the provinces have done this. Therefore, while
families receiving welfare are no better off financially with the NCBS, low-income
employed families have an income supplement (Beauvais & Jenson, 2001). As

stated by the federal govemment: “by making more income and other benefits and
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services available outside the welfare system for families with children, many low-
income families will find it easier to support their children while in the labour force”
(Govemment of Canada, 2000a). Thus, the NCBS is intended to increase low-
income families’ motivation to move into the labour market, and decrease the
barriers to doing so.

Although the explicit goals of welfare reform seem relatively straightforward,
to reduce government expenditures and to increase the self-sufficiency of welfare
recipients, upon further analysis it becomes increasingly clear that the goalis are, in
fact, riddled with unexamined, misunderstood, and empirically unfounded
assumptions about what it means to promote gender equality, to decrease
dependency and to increase self-sufficiency. In the next section | examine these
concepts more closely to show how underlying assumptions further move welfare

policy from a framework of social citizenship to market citizenship.

Gender equality

Perhaps one of the most contentious words in policy development is the term
“equality.” Contemporary policy discourse tends to understand equality as equality of
opportunity. Although the notion of gender equality is upheld, this understanding of
equality is based on the presumption of sameness in the economic and caring
aspects of the family. In other words, men and women are assumed to contribute
equally to the family purse and the childcare and household responsibilities within
the family. The natural progression of this assumption is that if the husband or wife is
absent from the family, the state has no responsibility in replacing either role as their
roles are seen as equal and mutually exclusive. Importantly, the logical outcome of

this assumption is that a single parent is equally as capable as a two-parent family in
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providing economic and caring needs for the family. Clearly, this is not the case.
Significant inequalities exist in the economic opportunities of women and men where
women are significantly disadvantaged (McDaniel, 2002). Furthermore, women
engage in more caring work than men, especially in relation to the care of dependent
children and/or aging parents.

Today, most feminists, while acknowledging the importance of ‘equality as
sameness’ in particular instances, argue that to treat people equally does not aiways
mean treating them the same (Eichler, 1997). Rather, the meaning of equality is
achieved when people are treated differently based on their different starting points.
Equality discourse in this sense recognizes that people experience different
structural barriers based on race, class, gender, age, and sexual orientation, and
accommodates those differences. In the context of welfare-to-work initiatives, a
feminist discourse on equality highlights the reality that women expefience the
labour force differently than men due to the pink ghetto of female labour and the
greater childcare and other caring responsibilities that women engage in. That this is
not factored into welfare-to-work policy initiatives will have a substantially negative

impact on lone mothers.

Dependency

Within neo-liberal society, welfare recipients are viewed as dependent
individuals. Dependency, in most situations, is not considered to be a desirable
status, but rather one that is indicative of shortcomings which should be addressed.
Even in situations where dependency is accepted, such as the dependence of a
child, the goal is to move the individual — in this case, the child — into a state of

independence. The conceptualization of dependency as negative, and welfare
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recipients as dependent, is critical in the ideological play to blame impoverished
individuals for the failings of the market economy. Through individualizing
dependency — making it the responsibility of the individual in poverty — society is
able to abdicate responsibility for families in poverty.

Various authors have discussed the multitude of paradoxes in relation to
notions of dependency (Baker & Tippin, 1999; Fraser & Gordon, 1994; O’Connor,
1996; Robertson, 1998). In an historical analysis on the concept of dependency,
Fraser and Gordon (1994) argue that the social construction of dependency ties in
significantly to the development of understandings about acceptable and
unacceptable dependency. Fraser and Gordon point out that while dependency was
once understood within a social context where few people had independence and
power due to a lack of legal, political, social and economic rights, dependency in
industrial and postindustrial times was and is understood within a different context.
Within modern day Westem societies, citizens are perceived to have equal access to
legal, political, social and economic rights. Therefore, most individuals perceived as
dependent within this society are considered flawed. Fraser and Gordon (1994)
summarize this sentiment:

With capitalist economic dependency already abolished by definition, and

with legal and political dependency now abolished by law, postindustrial

society appears to some conservatives and liberals to have eliminated every
social-structural basis of dependency. Whatever dependency, remains,

therefore, can be interpreted as the fault of individuals (p. 325).

The meaning of dependency has thus become individualized.
In debating welfare reform, fascinating, contradictory notions of dependency

arise. The most striking contradiction is that while some welfare states encourage
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middle-class women to be “stay at home” mothers and dependent on their husbands
for financial sustenance, they simuitaneously require low-income lone mothers to
work for wages and pay someone else to care for their children. Thus, while “stay at
home” mothers with male breadwinners are saluted for their outstanding “family
values”, poor women who wish to raise their children full-time are declared lazy and
psychologically dependent on the state. Another contradiction in the rhetoric on
dependency is that male breadwinners are considered independent despite their
considerable reliance on women to care for them, their children, their homes and
other needy persons in their lives (Baker & Tippin, 1999). The analysis of
dependency and independence can be reworked, then, to argue that it is actually
male breadwinners who are dependent on women for care-giving responsibilities
(Cass, 1994). Or, as Shragge (1997) has done, we can ask if the rich are becoming
too dependent on their wealth (Shragge, 1297). Clearly, there are various ways (o
reconceptualize understandings of dependency. However, within the welfare reform
environment, policies clearly indicate that financial dependency upon the state is
negative, and financial independence is positive. That the Alberta social assistance
program was called “Supports for Independence™ underscores the assumption in
Alberta welfare policy that the receipt of state benefits is undesirable and should

therefore be temporary.

Self-sufficiency
Intricately tied to the notion of dependency is the concept of self-sufficiency.
Within current welfare reform initiatives in Canada, self-sufficiency is a clear policy

goal. If a person is dependent, the logical solution is to lead him or her along the

2. The program name was changed to Alberta Works in January, 2004,
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path to self-sufficiency. For example, an early Alberta policy document stated that
the new social assistance program, Supports for Independence (SF1) would: “provide
support which promotes independence — financial independence for those who are
able to work” (Alberta Family and Social Services [AFSS], 1990, p. 5). Surprisingly,
although self-sufficiency is a central concept in welfare restructuring, it is not defined
in policy documents. Rather, it is assumed that the meaning of self-sufficiency is
known. To be self-sufficient, according to The Funk & Wagnall's Canadian College
Dictionary (1989), is to be “able to support or maintain oneself without aid or
cooperation from others” (Avis, p. 1220). This definition suggests that self-sufficiency
is only attained when an individual is completely self-reliant in all ways. It has
undertones of understandings about the “self-made man”- one who achieves
success without any support or assistance from others. Yet, the self-made man is
anything but self-made. Any successful individual achieves success within a
complex matrix of support and assistance from others. This definition thus seems to
fall short as it denies the inter-connectedness of individuals within families and
communities.

One American author, Long (2001), has attempted to define self-sufficiency
within the context of welfare reform. He formulates the definition of self-sufficiency
as: “having income that is above the poverty threshold and not derived from any
form of public assistance” (Long, 2001, p. 391, author’'s emphasis). According to
Long’s definition, then, self-sufficiency can be measured according to two
components: adequate income and complete financial independence from the state.
The corollary, then, is that self-sufficiency will be equivalent to employment (unless
one is independently wealthy). However, this assumption is incorrect in several

ways. First, if self-sufficiency is equated with employment, and it is assumed that
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welfare recipients are not self-sufficient, it also assumes that they do not work.
Welfare recipients, however, have always engaged in paid empioyment (O’Connor,
2000). Additionally, paid work, even when full-time, does not guarantee an income
above the poverty line, thus resulting in the increasingly familiar phenomenon of
“‘working poor.” The notion that the absence of welfare receipt is equivalent to self-
sufficiency has been proved false by much research evidence (Elton et al., 1997,
Harris, 1996; Shragge, 1997). Long (2001) too concedes that leaving welfare is no
longer a “reasonable proxy for substantially increased family self-reliance” (p. 390).
The second part of Long's definition of self-sufficiency — that self-sufficiency
entails the absence of financial support from public funds — is clearly probiematic. All
Canadians, like citizens of other liberal welfare states, receive public funds. So,
according to Long's definition of self-sufficiency, it follows that no Canadians are
self-sufficient due to the provision of universal healthcare and education. Taking that
argument once step further, we could make a compelling case that no-one in any
liberal welfare state is self-sufficient, because middle-class and wealthy citizens
benefit from many public funds, most notably tax concessions. Poignantly, O'Connor
(2000) reformulates assumptions behind welfare reform:
The problem, ignored in the ongoing push to minimize public assistance and
to get poor people into “‘work first”, is not with the propensity of welfare to
coddle dependency and bad behavior. It is with a political economy that has
tolerated such high concentrations of wealth (to reverse the usual
formulation) amidst steadily declining standards of living for the working class
and much of the middle class (p. 552).
O'Connor's reconceptualization of the welfare problem underscores the point that

there are various ways to understand notions of welfare dependency and self-
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sufficiency. The academic dialogue about these concepts, among others, reveals the
enormity of the task of deconstructing unchallenged “known truths "to gain greater
understanding into the complexities of welfare reform. In the current welfare reform
climate, many “truths” are based on neo-liberal understandings, and become clearer
when looking at the deconstruction of the goals of welfare reform.

One more point should be made about the goals of welfare reform. Strikingly,
the goal of reducing poverty is only mentioned in the context of reducing chiid
poverty. That there is not even a pretence of reducing poverty in welfare-to-work
rhetoric reveals the lack of concem for adults in poverty. As long as people are not
collecting welfare, the government need not concem itself with the health and well-
being of its citizens. Market citizenship's primacy over social citizenship here, as in
other examples, seems clear.

In summary, the social policy environment in Canada, specifically as it relates
to welfare reform, reflects a shift to neo-liberal understandings and a market-based
approach to policy interventions. In this context, dependency upon the state is
understood as a shortcoming of individuals rather than a structural problem of
society. Consequently, self-sufficiency has become the Holy Grail of welfare reform,

and hence the key goal of welfare restructuring.

Individuals and Families Within Their Environments:
The Effects of Welfare-to-Work Initiatives on Families in Poverty

Introduction
While it is clear that welfare rates in Canada have been substantially reduced
since the introduction of welfare-to-work initiatives — 75% in Alberta between 1993

and 2002 (Alberta Human Resources & Employment, 2002) — the consequences of
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these new policies on low-income families remain unclear. Although some Canadian
research has been done on the economic consequences of welfare-to-work on
families in poverty, littie is known about the non-economic consequences. Yet, this
information is integral in order to understand how welfare reform may impact the
health, family-functioning, and childcare arrangements of families in poverty. New
U.S. scholarship on the non-economic impacts of welfare reform suggests that the
poor health status of many weifare recipients and their children may impede their
ability to comply with mandatory welfare-to-work legislation (McBride Murray, Brody,
Brown, Wisenbaker, Cutrona, & Simons, 2002; Romero, Chavkin, Wise, Smith &
Wood, 2002; Polit et al., 2001; Smith, Romero, Wood, Wampler, Chavkin & Wise,
2002). If poor health precludes welfare recipients from secure labour force
attachment, how will mandatory welfare-to-work policies impact welfare recipients’
access to necessary resources in an increasingly neo-liberal society? Cleatly, further
research on the health bamiers of Canadian welfare-to-work participants is needed.

The review of the empirical literature is organized as follows. First, | outline
the main contours of the literature on welfare reform. Then, | review the extensive
body of literature which examines the economic impacts of welfare reform on welfare
recipients with pre-school children. Following this discussion, | review the newer and
thinner literature on the non-economic impacts of welfare restructuring. Finally, !
identify gaps in the literature, and show how my study will contribute to Canadian
welfare reform literature.

In this review, | draw upon Canadian and U.S. literature, since more policy
impact studies, to date, have been done in the United States. Admittedly, caution
must be used when drawing conclusions from American literature to apply to the

Canadian context. However, many of the current policy trends in welfare reform,
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both intemationally and in Canada, originate in the U. S. Thus, it is appropriate to
examine findings about the implications of welfare reform there, in order to learn

some valuable insights about potential impacts of welfare reform within Canada.

Economic consequences of welfare-to-work policies on low-income families
There are two predominant assumptions about the economic impacts of
welfare reform in current policy frameworks: first, most welfare recipients can obtain
and maintain employment; and second, employment will eventually lead to self-
sufficiency (Corcoran, Danzier, Kalil & Seefeldt, 2000). The analysis of these
assumptions has led to two opposing stories in the literature about welfare reform.
One story states that welfare reform is achieving its goals— reducing caseloads and
getting employable welfare recipients off assistance and into the labour market.
Proponents of this view argue that welfare reform will improve the economic situation
of welfare recipients by encouraging work and seff-sufficiency (Alberta Human
Resources & Employment, 2002; Boosenkool, 1997; Schafer, Emes & Clemens,
2001). The explicit assumption behind this perspective is that any job is a good job
which will eventually lead to a better, higher paying job. Others tell a different
narrative. Proponents of this perspective argue that while welfare reform reduces
welfare caseloads, it will further impoverish those already in poverty (Cooper
Institute, 1999; McFarland & Mullaly, 1996; Shillington, 1998; Vosko, 1999). From
this point of view, those who obtain dead-end jobs will likely remain in dead-end
jobs. Thus, while former welfare recipients may be finding employment, the nature of
many of the jobs — part-time, low-paying and dead-end — does little to increase their
income. Critics of welfare reform raise questions about the long-term non-economic

impacts of welfare reform on welfare recipients. In summary, both perspectives
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acknowledge that welfare-to-work participants usually obtain low-paying jobs.
However, supporters of welfare-to-work initiatives believe that a poorjob is a
stepping stone to a good job, whereas those who question welfare-to-work believe
that a poor job will lead to further poverty and a sense of hopelessness.

To evaluate the validity of either of the perspectives indicated above, | will
review a significant body of research that looks at the pattems of welfare use and
employment behaviour of current and former welfare recipients, particularly single
mothers, as well as the growing body of literature that attempts to analyze the
connection between policy and employment outcomes. | will argue that, on balance,
this literature suggests that although welfare recipients are obtaining jobs, they are
not achieving self-sufficiency as they are not able to survive solely on market income
for more than short periods of time, and continue to live in poverty upon leaving
welfare.

A fundamental assumption about welfare use and employment pattemns of
welfare recipients underlies welfare reform initiatives: that most welfare recipients
are chronic users of welfare and consequently lack experience in the labour market.
This assumption is challenged, however, by empirical findings. Stewart and Dooley
(1999), for example, used administrative data from the Ontario Ministry of
Community and Social Services to look at pre-reform social assistance use among
single mothers in Ontario between 1990 and1994. This study found that
approximately 30% of welfare spells end within five months, 50% ended within 20
months, and 30% were still ongoing at 55 months. Significantly, 60% of former
welfare recipients were still off welfare after four years.

These findings are supported by other studies done after welfare reforms

were implemented. For example, following significant welfare reforms in Alberta in
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1993, two surveys were conducted to examine welfare recipients’ movement in and
out of welfare, as well as the types of jobs obtained by welfare recipients. Both
studies spanned the time period between 1993 and 1996, looking at the welfare and
work experiences of welfare recipients with or without children. Using telephone
survey data, as well as a small sample of data from former welfare recipients without
telephones, Elton et al. (1997) found that over half of welfare recipients surveyed
{53.3%) reported leaving welfare for work. Similarly, using telephone survey data of
current and former welfare recipients, Shillington (1998) examined the pattems of
movement in and out of welfare, as well as the types of jobs obtained by welfare
recipients. Shillington (1998) found that most respondents reported one welfare spell
between 1993 and 1996, and that only 9% of the sample reported social assistance
use for the duration of the time studied. The notion that most welfare recipients are
long-term users is thus refuted by this evidence.

Literature that looks at employment behaviour indicates that, while there
tends to be a volatile work history in the lives of welfare recipients, most have
worked and are able to obtain employment (Cancian & Meyer, 2000; Corcoran et al.,
2000; Elton et al., 1997; Harris, 1993, 1996, Shillington, 1998; Stewart & Dooley,
1999). Shillington (1998) found, for example, that 28% of the respondents reported
working in 1993, 44% in 1994, 57% in 1995, and 66% in 1996. The significant
increase in employment between 1993 and 1996 in this study is explained in part by
two factors. First, recipients may have remembered recent jobs obtained more
accurately than jobs in previous years. Second, Alberta began experiencing a
significant economic recovery between 1993 and 1996, which may account for a
larger number of welfare recipients’ ability to obtain employment. Another Canadian

study showed that in 1994, prior to the majority of welfare reforms, 77% of low-
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income families with pre-school children secured income from the labour market and
for 55% of these, empioyment was the sole source of income. Only 23% of low-
income families with pre-school children were solely dependent on social assistance
(Williamson, Salkie, Fast, Dennis, Letourneau, 2001).

American research suggests similar findings. Longitudinal studies from the
U.S., using the National Longitudinal Survey for Youth (NLSY) and the Panel Study
of income Dynamics (PSID), suggest that approximately half of mothers on welfare
worked at some point while receiving welfare. Furthermore, finding employment was
the reason for about half to two-thirds of welfare exits (Cancian & Meyer, 2000;
Harris, 1993). The important point about this body of research, relevant to this
discussion, is that the assumption that welfare recipients have not worked is false.
Therefore, when governments discuss moving welfare recipients into the labour
force, they are actually discussing the mevement of people into the labour force who
already have a history of labour-force involvement.

Although welfare recipients do obtain jobs, Canadian research suggests that
these jobs are most often temporary and low-paying (Gorlick & Brethour, 19983;
Shillington, 1998; Vosko, 1999), and do not move former welfare recipients out of
poverty (Frenette & Picot, 2003). Moreover, most jobs that former welfare recipients
obtain do not include flexibility, autonomy or benefits such as paid sick time (Gorlick
& Brethour, 1998a; Shillington, 1998; Vosko, 1999). Furthermore, when employment
related costs such as childcare, transportation and suitable workplace clothing are
incurred, the disposable income of the employees may be less than that obtained
from welfare payments (Elton et al. 1997).

Recent Canadian studies shed light on this issue. Using tax data, Frenette

and Picot (2003) examined the economic well-being of those leaving welfare in
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Canada during the 1990s. They used the Longitudinal Administrative Databank
(LAD) which consists of a 20% sub-sample of income tax files. Out of this database,
Frenette and Picot (2003) selected persons who left welfare between 1992 and
1997, and were still off welfare two years later. Their sample consisted of 9% of all
those who were on welfare at some point in the same time period. Their findings
show that income increased overall for welfare recipients who left the welfare rolls.
Importantly, however, one-third of those leaving welfare had a substantial decrease
in income, and almost 60% were still living in poverty two years after leaving welfare.
In another Canadian study, Janz (2004) examined data from the Survey of Labour
and Income Dynamics to track employees with low-paying jobs, finding that less than
half of employees with low-paying jobs in 1996 had moved out of them by 2001. Her
findings suggest that the notion of “moving up the ladder” is unlikely for many low-
income workers.

National longitudinal data from the U.S. also provides evidence to suggest
that although most welfare recipients do work at some point, their ability to maintain
stable employment is unlikely. In a landmark study on what happens to women after
leaving welfare, Harris (1996) examined national longitudinal data from the Panel
Study of Income Dynamics (PSID) for the years 1983 to 1988. She found that 25-
40% of women who leave welfare for work return to welfare within one year and
close to 70% return to welfare within five years (Hamis, 1996). In reviewing a variety
of earlier welfare-to-work demonstration projects, Corcoran et al. (2000) concluded
that most recipients who obtained employment lost their jobs within one year.
Analyzing NLSY data to follow women for five years upon exiting welfare, Cancian
and Meyer (2000) found that over time, median wages and hours worked increased

and that eamings generally improved. However even in the fifth year, only one in
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four women consistently worked full-time. Periods of intermittent work, part-time
work, and jobiessness were quite common.

In addition to the ongoing instability of labour-market conditions for low-
income workers, continued poverty while working was cited as a key reason for
retuming to welfare. Research from the U.S. indicates that single mothers who leave
welfare do not achieve enough eamings to constitute a living wage (Cancian &
Meyer, 2000; Corcoran et al., 2000; Harris, 1996, Litt, Gaddis, Fletcher & Winter,
2000; Pavetti & Acs; 1997; Rose, 2000). In short, although the large majority of
mothers on welfare wished to be employed over being on welfare, they could not
afford it (Edin & Lein, 1996). Harris (1996) states that “welfare reform and public
attention has focused primarily on getting women off welfare without a long-range
vision for keeping women off welfare” {p. 408). If welfare recipients are expected to
sustain self-sufficiency, the opportunity to eam a living wage must clearly be
available.

Several Canadian authors have raised concems about the consequences of
welfare recipients moving into the labour force, not only for former welfare recipients,
but for all low-income workers. Some scholars argue that employability programs are
replacing the jobs of low-income workers (Burman, 1996; McFarland &

Mullaly, 1996, Shragge, 1997). For instance, Burman argues that the Alberta
Community Employment (ACE) program, designed to provide welfare recipients with
job training through full-time employment for a six-month period, is replacing jobs of
other low-income workers. Others argue that programs such as ACE are increasingly
used by non-profit organizations to fill jobs that have been eliminated due to
government cutbacks (Murphy, 1997). Using an economic model to predict the

effects of welfare reform on the eamings of low-income workers, Klein and
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Montgomery (2001) found that while welfare reform is not taking jobs away from low-
income workers, it is providing surplus labour for low-skill jobs. The result of this
surplus is the stagnation of wage rates for low-income workers within a flourishing
economy where wages should be increasing. These examples suggest that there
may be reason for concemn regarding the potential consequences of welfare reform
on the low-income labour pool. If low-income workers are competing for jobs, either
resuiting in job loss for some, or stagnant wages for others, the chances of
maintaining labour-force attachment on the one hand, and a living wage on the
other, are greatly reduced.

The success of welfare reform in increasing the labour-force participation of
welfare recipients, while acknowiedged, has also been the subject of some debate
(Ellwood, 2000; Long, 2001). There is mixed evidence about how much of the
increase in employment can be attributed to successful welifare reform, and how
much can be attributed to a strong economy. Some empirical evidence suggests that
much of the caseload reduction in the U.S. has been caused by a strong economy
as opposed to welfare reform (Corcoran et al., 2000; Ziliak, Figlio, Davis & Connolly,
1997). Some analysts, using various economic models to assess the impact of the
economy on caseload reduction between 1994 and 1996, have found that a
reduction in unemployment rates accounted for 10 to 33% of caseload reductions
(Corcoran et al., 2000). Although there is no available evidence to corroborate these
findings in the Canadian context, it has been pointed out by several authors that
welfare reform has coincided with a strong Canadian economy (Klein & Montgomery,
2001; Shillington, 1998). When evaluating the success of welfare reform, we must

ask if welfare recipients found jobs as a result of welfare reform, or as a result of a
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strong economy. In other words, would welfare recipients be as successful in finding

empioyment in the context of an economic downtum?

The self-sufficiency project

Presently, two major research programs exist in North America to examine
the potential implications of welfare-to-work programs -- the Self-Sufficiency Project
(SSP) in Canada and the Manpower Research Demonstration Project (MRDC) in the
U.S (Bloom & Michalopoulos, 2001; Michalopoulos, Tattrie, et af, 2002). Below, |
examine the Self-Sufficiency Project in-depth, as it is, to date, the most
comprehensive policy impact study assessing the economic and, to a lesser extent,
the non-economic implications of welfare reform on Canadian families. Although the
SSP was conducted prior to the welfare-to-work policies in existence during the
course of my study, its findings enhance understanding about the implications of
welfare-to-work.

Using a random assignment methodology, The SSP was designed to assess
whether or not financial incentives would increase labour-force participation among
single parents who had been on social assistance for at least one year. Participants
in the program group were offered a financial incentive as long as they maintained
full-time employment (30 hours a week or more). The SSP offered income
supplements for up to three years to those who maintained full-time employment.
The researchers followed participants for a period of six years to evaluate the longer-
term impacts of the supplement offer. Those randomly assigned at the beginning of
the study were followed from 1992 to 1997, and the last participants randomly

assigned were followed from 1995 to 1999.
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Evaluators of the SSP indicate that this project significantly increased the
incentive to work by increasing employment, increasing income and decreasing
poverty (Michalopoulos, Card, Gennetian, Harknett, & Robins, 2000). For example,
by the end of the third year of the program, 28.8% of the program group worked full-
time, as compared to 19% of the control group (Michalopoulos, Card et al., 2000). In
other words, the average difference between empioyment in the program group and
the control group in the third year was 9.8%. As well, at the end of the third year of
the project, the SSP reduced the percentage of families below the Statistics Canada
Low Income Cut-Offs (LICOs) by 9.4% (Michalopoulos, Card et al., 2000).
Furthermore, the evaluators indicate that the SSP was cost-effective as the costs
saved in welfare benefits and increased income taxes (paid by the SSP program
participants) balanced out the costs of the project (Michalopoulos & Hoy, 2001). The
SSP has been saiuted as a successful experiment (Greenwood; 2000; Long, 2001,
Villeneuve, 2000), although some Canadian authors have questioned the
conclusions offered about the success of the program (Komberger, Fast &
Williamson, 2001).

An important question for the project was this: will people who benefited from
the eamings suppl.ement provided by the Self-Sufficiency Project maintain their
increased income upon losing the supplement? Data from follow-up research
suggests that the answer to this question is no. By the middle of the fourth year of
the study (after the three year subsidies had been relinquished), only 20% of both
the control and program groups eamed incomes above the LICOs with an average
of $1,250 of after-tax income (Michalopoulos, Tattrie, et al. 2002). That is, once the
subsidies ended, 80% of both the program and control groups were living with

income below the LICOs.
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The longer term effects of income supplements did not appear to alter labour
force participation either. For example, by the middle of the fifth year of the study,
28% of the program group participants were working compared to 27% of the control
group, with average eamings for both groups of approximately $500 per month.
Interestingly, by the final stages of the project, “the net gain in full-time employment
among control group members exceeded that of program group members”
(Michalopoulos, Tattrie, et al. 2002, p. 176). Furthermore, by the middie of the sixth
year, the use of income assistance programs was the same in both the program and
control groups.

A few points regarding the results of the SSP are worth emphasizing here.
First, for welfare recipients able to seek employment, the subsidy program augments
income so that low-income people can afford to work in the current labour market.
While an assumption of the SSP is that subsidies offer people motivation to work,
this assumption is questionable. The fact that the control group actually exceeded
the program group in terms of full-time employment in the sixth year of the study
suggests that low-income people do not need a supplement in order to seek
employment; rather, the labour market needs to provide jobs that provide a living
wage.

Second, only one-third of welfare participants who were randomly selected
for the program group of the SSP accepted the offer, despite the clear income
incentive. Reasons given by welfare recipients for not taking the offer of a financial
incentive were as follows: they could not find a full-time job (cited by 43%); they had
family or personal responsibilities that prevented them from working (15%); and they
had health problems or disabilities that precluded them from working (14%) (Lin,

Robins, Card, Harknett & Lui-Gurr, 1998).
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The reasons why welfare recipients refused the SSP altemnative, despite the
obvious income advantage, may reveal important insights about the structural and
individual bammiers faced by welfare recipients mandated into welfare-to-work
programs such as market barriers, family responsibilities and health problems. Yet
the evaluators of SSP do not adequately explore the reasons given by two-thirds of
the people who were offered financial incentives but did not accept them. Looking at
the two-thirds who did not accept the supplement, however, might tell us more about
the causes of, and solutions to, poverty than the current findings of the SSP. ltis
important to study not only those who successfully moved into the labour force, but
also those who did not. Furthermore, while income may have increased significantty
for one-third of the participants who were eligible for SSP supplements in the
program group, the outcomes for the two-thirds who did not accept the supplement
are unknown. Rather than touting The Self-Sufficiency Project as an unequivocal
success, it might be more appropriate to summarize its findings as follows:

[E]Jamings supplements appear to work in terms of encouraging more

employment, at least in the short term, for at least some people...Moving

from welfare to work is only the first step, and for many it is the easiest

step. The more difficult policy challenge is to find ways of supporting

people in their effort to remain employed and helping them progress to

better jobs with better pay” (Greenwood, 2000, p. 164-165).

Although income supplements may enable people to work, there are
important barriers to work that require more study. These include: an examination of
a labour market that does not support low-income people; barriers to childcare; and
potential health problems of welfare recipients and/or their children which may

impede labour-force attachment.
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In summary, current research on the economic impacts of welfare reform
indicates that although many welfare recipients obtain work, their employment does
not necessarily lead to sustained self-sufficiency due to the temporary, part-time,
low-paying and unstable nature of their employment options. Furthermore, whether
or not job attainment is due to welfare reform or economic growth is unclear. The
potential impact of an economic downturn on the employment of low-income workers
is open to speculation. The critical point in this literature is that employment itself is
not a guarantee of economic Success.

Although an implicit assumption of welfare reform is that paid employment is
equivalent to self-sufficiency, this is clearly not the case for low-income workers.
Market forces are subject to change, and those in low-skill, part-time jobs in the
labour force may find themselves highly vulnerable. Dependency on the market may
not be preferable to dependency on state benefits as the market within
postindustrialization is unstable at best (Baker & Tippin 1999). Literature about the
economic consequences of welfare reform suggests that if policies intended to move
people from welfare to work are to be successful, policymakers must examine
labour-market conditions which preclude low-income workers from eaming a living

wage.

Non-economic consequences of welfare-to-work policies on low-income families
The term non-economic refers to how policy impacts the general well-being

of families in poverty. Included in family well-being, for the purposes of this study,

are the following: the emotional and physical health of individual family members; the

day-to-day functioning of the family, including parent-child interactions; and childcare

arrangements. Because welfare reform in Canada has not been guided by goals
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relating to the non-economic experiences of welfare recipients and their families, it
could be argued that studying the non-economic impacts of welfare-to-work
initiatives is irrelevant. However, there are three important reasons for understanding
the non-economic impacts of welfare reform on families in poverty. First, human
ecological theorists are concermned about how environments impact individuals
(Bubolz & Sontag, 1993). Presumably, the impact of the social policy environment on
families in poverty would reach beyond economic impacts and also affect these
families in non-economic ways. And, because human ecological theorists are
concemed with human betterment (Bubolz & Sontag, 1993), they would want to
understand the full implications of these impacts on families in poverty. Thus, when
applying the human ecology model, it is important to look at both the economic and
non-economic impacts of welfare-to-work initiatives on families in poverty.

A second reason for looking at the non-economic impacts of reform, from a
pragmatic perspective, is that if we want policy to be effective we must understand
the implications it has for those affected by it. To overlook the non-economic
impacts of policy could lead to policy failure, as welfare recipients will not be able to
move successfully to work if this move adversely impacts their well-being, inciuding
their health, family-functioning and childcare arangements. Finally, the non-
economic impacts of policy changes are important from a citizenship perspective. If
policy changes have positive non-economic implications for welfare recipients, we
could argue that their citizenship entitlements are augmented, and the public good is
therefore increased through the enhancement of well-being for some of the most
marginalized families in society. However, if policy changes have negative
implications for welfare recipients’ well-being, we must ask how these policies might

compromise their citizenship entitlements, and thus compromise the public good
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through creating a society of increased inequality and marginalization of some of its
most vuinerabie peopie.

To study the non-economic impacts of policy, however, is a complex task.
The literature relevant to the non-economic impacts of welfare reform is somewhat
messy because the research problem must be approached from different angles in
order to understand how welfare reform affects individuals. To examine this area of
study, researchers have taken two main approaches. First, researchers recognize
that to understand the impact of welfare reform on welfare recipients, it is first critical
to understand the pre-existing factors which contribute to an individual's need for
welfare benefits. While human capital factors such as level of education, work
experience, and number of children in the family have been thoroughly examined,
little consideration has been given to other factors such as the well-being of parents
and their children in low-income families. Recently, however, researchers have
begun to look at the pre-existing health status and family-functioning of welfare
recipients mandated to work. To date, most of this research focuses on the link
between health and employment status, and some important discoveries are being
made.

Second, researchers have begun to consider the impacts of mandatory
welfare-to-work legislation on the well-being of welfare recipients. This research
suggests that, in addition to adequate eamings, access to healthcare, childcare and
transportation are the most significant factors influencing welfare-to-work
participants’ transition (Hagen & Davis, 1994; Litt et al., 2000; Miranne, 1998; Oliker,
1995; Seccombe, Battle Walters & James, 1999). If these issues are addressed,
participants are likely to view moviﬁg from welfare to work as positive for their overall

well-being and family-functioning (Seccombe et al., 1999).
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In the following section | first review the research on the factors linked to
employment status and wetfare receipt. Then, i examine the thin body of literature
that begins to assess the non-economic impacts of welfare-to-work initiatives on
welfare recipients. Although this area of research is only beginning to develop, some
of the initial insights gleaned by scholars demonstrate the need for further work in

this area.

Factors impacting employment status

The majority of research examining factors that influence the employment of
welfare recipients has looked at human capital characteristics. Findings from this
research indicate that welfare recipients generally have fewer years of education and
work experience than low-income employed persons (Bane & Ellwood, 1994;
Danziger, Kalil & Anderson, 2000; Elton, Siepper, Azmier & Roach, 1297; Harris,
1996; Stewart & Dooley, 1999). Longer welfare spells are associated with single
mothers who are younger, have fewer years of education, and more children
(Stewart & Dooley, 1999). Importantly, the assumption that human capital barriers
are the main reason for lack of employment among welfare recipients has been an
important factor in Canadian policy initiatives to promote job training and educational
programs for welfare recipients (Shragge, 1997). Although these programs could
theoretically be useful for welfare recipients as they transition to work, other potential
factors that may influence employment have been overlooked, particularly health.
Recently, however, researchers have begun to examine the relationship between

health and source of income. These relationships are explored below.
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Health, employment status and welfare receipt

Examining the relationship between health and employment status,
researchers have found a significant correlation between the two. Most generally,
those who are employed are healthier than those who are not employed (Jackson,
2000; McBride Murray, Brody, Brown, Wisenbaker, Cutrona & Simons, 2002; Polit,
London & Martinez, 2001; Seccombe et al., 1999; Williamson & Fast, 1998;
Williamson & Salkie, 2005). Specifically, recent findings suggest that the non-
employment of low-income mothers is correlated with poorer physical health, higher
anxiety and distress, and less perceived control than their employed counter-parts
(Jackson, 2000; McBride Murray et al., 2002; Polit et al., 2001; Romero, Chavkin,
Wise, Smith & Wood, 2002). Furthermore, the employment of low-income single
mothers is associated with fewer symptoms of depression (Jackson, 2000; McBride
Murray et al., 2002; Romero, 2002). Compared with employed women, significantly
more women who were not currently working reported that they had difficulty finding
work because of their health limitations (36% vs 64%) (Romero et al., 2002).

Given the positive relationship between health and the employment status of
low-income persons, it is not surprising that studies that have looked at the
relationship between health and welfare receipt consistently find that those receiving
welfare are less healthy than the general population (Acs & Loprest; 1998; Polit et
al., 2001; Romero et al., 2002; Sweeney, 2000; Vozoris & Tarasuk, 2004), as well as
less healthy than their working poor counterparts (Williamson & Fast, 1998;
Williamson & Salkie, 2005; Williamson, Salkie & Letourneau, 2005). In reviewing
state and national studies in the U.S., Sweeney concluded that between 20 and 50%
of welfare recipients reported health problems which they indicated precluded them

from working. Examining the health problems of low-income mothers with chronically
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ill children, Romero et al. (2002) found a significant difference between mothers
without a history of social assistance and those with experience on social
assistance. Mothers who had never been on social assistance reported better
physical and mental health, as well as less experience with domestic violence or
substance use. Significantly, Polit et al. (2001) found that the greater the health
problems, the more likely that welfare recipients were cut-off welfare for
‘noncompliance”, meaning that the welfare recipients failed to meet the requirements
which would secure their welfare benefits. This research suggests that more work is
needed in order to understand the reasons underlying seemingly noncompliant
behaviour.

Overall, these findings lead to a critical question pertaining to welfare reform.
Does employment enhance health status, or does positive health status enable
employment? The answer to this question has significant implications for welfare
reform. If employment leads to better health status, then policies that move people
into employment may have some merit. However, if better health status enables
employment (implying that poor health status poses challenges to employment), the
push to move welfare recipients into employment is highly problematic both from a
practical perspective and an ethical perspective. Practically, welfare reform will not
be effective if weifare recipients are too unhealthy to work. Furthermore, the ethics of
making benefits contingent upon labour force attachment if poor health precludes an
individual from working are questionable.

Because most of the studies exploring the relationship between health and
employment used cross-sectional, correlational research designs rather than
longitudinal approaches, we cannot yet draw clear conclusions about the direction of

the relationship between health and employment. Qualitative research designs might
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help tease out the nuances of the linkages between health, employment status and
welfare receipt. However, few qualitative studies have been done to date. Available
qualitative in-depth interview data gives evidence to suggest that although health
status impacts the employment status of low-income women, employment status
also impacts health. Participants in one study using qualitative methods reported
poor health as a significant barrier to employment (Polit et al., 2001), whereas
participants in another qualitative study indicated that employment improved their
mental health status if adequate eamings, childcare, healthcare and transportation
provisions were in place (Seccombe et al, 1999). Thus, it seems that the relationship
between health and employment is complex. As my study uses in-depth interview
data and a quasi-longitudinal approach, it is able to illuminate further the intricacies
of the relationship between employment and health.

When looking at the nature of the health problems experienced by welfare
recipients, researchers have found that while both physical and mental health
problems are prevalent, mental health problems are more significant. Findings from
various U.S. national studies suggest that between 22% and 40% of welfare
recipients have serious mental health problems including major depression,
agoraphobia, panic attacks, post-traumatic stress disorder and generalized anxiety
disorders (Jayakody & Stauffer, 2000, Sweeney, 2000). A variety of mental health
problems is clearly evident in welfare populations. Furthemrmore, comorbidity is
evident for many of the disorders. Kessler et al. (1994) found that 79% of persons
who had ever had one mental health disorder also had one or more other
diagnosable mental health disorders.

The prevalence of depressive symptoms among welfare recipients is

particularly significant. In their analysis of data from the 1994/95 and 1998/99 cycles
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of the National Longitudinal Survey of Children and Youth, Williamson and Salkie
{2005) found that parents of pre-school children on social assistance had
significantly higher rates of depressive symptoms than working poor parents with
pre-school children. Examining the prevalence of depressive symptoms among
female single parents who were new social assistance applicants, Brown et al.
(1997) found that 45% of the respondents had either depression or dysthymia
{combination of anxiety and depression) as measured by the Kessler UM-CIDI
scales for these disorders. Similarly, Lennon, Blome and English (2002), in their
comprehensive review of American studies which used the Composite Intermnational
Diagnostic interview (CIDI) to determine psychiatric diagnoses, found that 20% of
welfare recipients had major depression, and close to half had high levels of
depressive symptoms. From a policy perspective, it is particularly noteworthy that
those with both major depression and dysthymia — 22% of Brown et al.’'s {1997)
sample — had longer welfare spells and consumed 46% of the social assistance
budget for single-parent families (Brown et al., 1997). As pointed out by Brown et al.
(2002): “Given the nature of depression and particularty double depression [major
depression and dysthymia], income maintenance and employment retraining
strategies in the absence of proactive health care may be of little value for
approximately 45% of sole support parents receiving general welfare assistance™ (p.
320). In other words, the research on the health status of welfare recipients suggests
that if policy makers do not address health problems generally, and depressive
symptoms specifically, there is little hope of successfully moving welfare recipients
into the labour market.

Positing that depression may be co-morbid with chronic stressors such as

living on a low-income, financial hardship and instability, poor physical health and
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domestic violence, Lennon et al. (2002) indicate that interventions for depression
must go beyond clinical intervention to include recognition of, and response to, the
challenges of daily life for welfare recipients:

It is possible that depressed women are unable to obtain jobs or other

sources of support and become dependent on welfare; it is also possible that

the stigma and financial hardship associated with receiving welfare are
depressing. Alternatively, the association between welfare and depression
may reflect the causal impact of another factor, such as poverty, deprivation,
or childhood sexual abuse, factors that precede both welfare receipt and

depression. (p. 28).

Lennon et al. highlight an important point that is often missed when exploring the
relationships between employment status and health, or welfare receipt and health.
That is, how much does the difficulty of living in poverty ~ including income
insecurity, food insecurity, and stigma among others — contribute to the health status
of low-income people? Although the relationships between employment status and
health, and welfare receipt and health are established, these relationships have often
been examined without a larger contextual understanding of the environment of
poverty. Using a human ecological model, this study contributes to this
understanding through contextualizing the health experiences of families in poverty
within broader social, political and economic environments.

In summary, although research has examined how employment status and
welfare receipt are linked to health status, many questions remain regarding the
direction of the relationships. Furthermore, surprisingly little attention has been given
to these relationships in welfare policy development. This research suggests,

however, that if policy makers wish to successfully move welfare recipients into the
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labour market, they will have to consider carefully the health status of weifare-to-

work participants.

Child health, parental employment status and welfare receipt

Recent research has also found a link between parental employment status
and chronic illnesses in children. Findings suggest that the disproportionate number
of chronic health problems experienced by children of low-income families (Lipman,
Offord, & Boyle, 1996; Ross, Scott & Kelly, 1996} is correlated with parental
employment status and welfare receipt. Compared with employed low-income
women, significantly more women who were not currently working reported that they
had difficulty finding work due to their children’s health (Heymann & Earle, 1999;
Romero et al., 2002). Looking at the association between welfare receipt, parental
employment and childhood asthma, Smith, Hatcher and Wertheimer (2002) found
that children’s asthma is associated with weifare receipt regardiess of family
structure, especially if the children are pre-schoolers. Of single-parent welfare
recipients, 44% had asthmatic children under the age of five. Furthermore, 80% of
single parents in poverty with asthmatic children were employed less than full-time,
this number increasing to 90% if parents were welfare recipients (Smith, Hatcher and
Wertheimer, 2002). High rates of child healthcare use have aiso been found to be a
significant predictor of unemployment. Compared to employed parents, current or
former welfare recipients were more likely to use the healthcare system for their
children’s iliness, and were more likely to report that their children’s activities were

limited due to their illnesses (Smith, Romero, Wood, Wampler, Chavkin & Wise,

2002).
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In summary, chronic ilinesses such as asthma and psychiatric impaimments
are disproportionately higher among children in iow-income families generally, and
welfare recipients’ families specifically. Furthermore, welfare recipients report that
poor child health ts a significant barrier to employment. Given that low-income
people are less likely to hold jobs that offer flexible schedules and sick leave (Gorlick
& Brethour, 1998a), the additional time and flexibility required to care for sick
children may not be feasible. Children’s heaith status may thus impact parents’
ability to procure and maintain full-time work.

The literature reviewed above suggests a significant relationship between
heaith, employment, and welfare receipt for people in poverty. More research is
needed in this area, however, to obtain more clarity on the direction of the
relationship between and among these variables. Furthermore, to date, litle data are
available to determine the consequences of welfare reform on the well-being of
families. To glean these data, studies will have to be conducted which allow for
causal conclusions to be made.

In the next section, | explore a thin body of research which examines the
relationship between post-welfare employment and health, family-functioning, and
childcare. Although these findings do not indicate conclusions about the impacts of
welfare reform on the non-economic lives of impoverished families, they do point to
questions which are helpful in setting the context for a study to examine these

effects.
Post-welfare employment and health

Given that employment is positively correlated with health, it may seem

reasonable to assume that moving welfare recipients into the labour market will
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improve their health. Existing research, however, shows inconclusive findings about
the impact of employment on various heaith variables including matemal stress,
anxiety and depression for low-income workers. Whereas some research suggests
that single mothers report increased stress and anxiety after leaving welfare
(McMullin, Davies & Cassidy, 2002; Secommbe et al., 1999), other research
indicates that the employment of African American single parent mothers is linked to
fewer symptoms of depression (Jackson, 2000). Generally, welfare-to-work studies
show that participation in welfare-to-work programs does not influence the heaith of
mothers and families, although some programs that provided income supplements
reduced maternal depressive symptoms (Morris, Huston, Duncan, Crosby & Bos,
2001; Morris & Michalopoulos, 2003).

There is also evidence that families who leave welfare experience food and
income insecurity (Leibovitz & Baseman, 2001). it is reasonabile to hypothesize that
ongoing income and food insecurity play a significant role in increased stress and
anxiety. An adequate income, however, could mitigate the increased stress and
anxiety experienced among welfare recipients who have begun working. An
adequate income might also have a positive impact on depression levels. If food and
income insecurity were eliminated, how would this impact the health of employed
low-income workers and their families?

Recent findings also suggest that employment may negatively impact the
ability of low-income workers to address health problems, thereby exacerbating them
(Eare & Heymann, 2002). There are two possible explanations for this. First,
because low-income people tend to be less healthy than the general population,
their likelihood of requiring more time off for sick days for self or children’s health and

doctor’s appointments is increased. Yet, because of the nature of their jobs, it is
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unlikely that low-income workers will be given sick time to address health needs.
Taking time off for doctor’s appointments may therefore jeopardize their
employment, as well as include a loss of income they cannot afford (Earle &
Heyman, 2002).

The second reason for not addressing health problems when working has to
do with the nature of healthcare accessibility. It must be noted that Earle and
Heymann's (2002) study, like most of the research examining the impact of welfare
reform on the health of former welfare recipients, has been done in the U.S.
Therefore, there are limitations to how much we can apply the findings to Canada,
given particular policy differences between the countries. The ability to obtain
healthcare upon leaving welfare for work would be one such area. Unlike the U.S.,
Canada provides universal healthcare coverage for physician services and hospital
care. This is significantly different than the U.S., where studies have shown that
many “welfare leavers”lack health insurance (Mann, Hudman, Salganicoff & Folsom,
2002; Romero et al. 2002). Although U.S. research shows that the failure to address
health problems is associated with the employment of low-income workers (Earle &
Heymann, 2002), these findings may be quite different within the Canadian context
due to the universal provision of basic healthcare benefits.

Having raised the distinction between Canada and the U.S. in the provision of
healthcare, it is interesting to note that in one Canadian study examining the
relationships among poverty status, health behaviours, and health, low-income
workers were more likely than welfare recipients to not see a physician for fear that a
prescribed medication would be recommended (Williamson & Fast, 1998). Part of
the explanation for this finding is that Canadian universal healthcare benefits do not

include coverage for medications and dental work. Full healthcare - including dental
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work and medications — has been provided to children in many Canadian provinces
since 1998 through the National Child Benefit (Government of Canada, 2000a).
However, it was not until October, 2002 that the Alberta government began providing
additional health benefits for low-income parents making the transition from welfare
to work (Government of Alberta, 2002b). Still, the differences in healthcare provision
in Canada and the U.S. are significant. Given the universal healthcare coverage
offered to Canadians, health considerations for employed, low-income parents may
be less significant in Canada than in the U.S.

In summary, the thin body of research on post-welfare employment points to
the need for more in-depth study about the relationship between empioyment and
health. Rather than asking the question “is employment good or bad for welfare
recipients’ health?” three other questions may be more important. First, more
research is needed to understand how the disproportionate number of health
problems in welfare recipients may impede their ability to sustain employment.
Second, more study is needed to understand how the types of employment obtained
by low-income workers may impact the health of former welfare recipients mandated
into work. Recognizing that not all jobs are good jobs, we must consider further how
the quality of jobs obtained by low-income workers — including the level of pay and
quality of work conditions — may be significant in considering the relationship
between employment and health. in their comprehensive literature review, Polanyi,
Tompa and Foley (2003) show that those who experience employment insecurity
and precarious work arrangements (temporary and contract work) experience
greater levels of stress and are less healthy than other employees. Other research
has shown a relationship between low control at work and poor health (Bosma,

Marmot, Hemingway, Nicholson Brunner & Stansfeld, 1997). Finally, the impact of
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income insecurity on well-being requires more attention in examining the potential
impacts of welfare reform. Living on a low and unstabie income creates continued
stress and anxiety, as well as ongoing stigma (Wallerstein, 1992). These factors
may be more important in understanding the impact of welfare-to-work on health
than the rather simplistic focus on whether or not employment positively impacts
health. In this study, | am able to tease out some of the intricacies of the relationship
between employment and health to contribute to a greater understanding of how

post-weifare employment may impact low-income families.

Family-functioning and parent-child interactions

It has been hypothesized that welfare reform may impact family-functioning,
including parent-child interactions, through its impact on employment status and
income security. Consequently, researchers have looked at family-functioning,
specifically parent-child interactions, from two main approaches. One stream of
research has considered the impact of matemal employment on parent-child
interactions (Harvey, 1999; Parcel & Meneghan, 1997), given that welfare-to-work
initiatives necessitate many mothers to find employment. Mixed findings suggest
both benefits and drawbacks from matemal employment on children, but most of
these studies have been done with married, middle-class white families. Some
research links positive parent-child interactions to jobs with high autonomy (Parcel &
Menaghan, 1897). However, low-income workers are unlikely to hold these types of
jobs. Studies done on low-income families are also inconclusive. Research suggests
that matemnal employment has negative implications for parent-child interactions
because matemnal employment reduces the amount of time mothers spend with their

children (Seccombe et al.,1999). However, other research suggests that
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employment is hinked to reduced parental stress, which may lead to more positive
parent-child interactions (Jackson, 2000).

A second focus of research on family-functioning examines the impact of
income insecurity on parent-child interactions. This research is relevant in the
context of welfare reform because the transition from welfare to work is likely to lead
to unstable work that will likely have a negative impact on income security (Leibovitz
& Baseman, 2001). Research has found that parents with low, unstable incomes
experience increased emotional stress and perceive themseives as iess-skilled
parents than parents with higher, more stable incomes (Jackson, Brooks-Gunn,
Huang, & Glassman, 2000; MclLoyd, 1990; Taylor, Roberts & Jacobson, 1997).
Financial insecurity is linked indirectly to lower nurturing through maternal
psychological functioning such that low-income mothers report fewer parent-child
interactions than mothers with higher incomes (Mcioyd, 1980; Taylor et ai., 1997).
Furthermore, anxiety, produced in part by income insecurity, is linked to less
parental supervision of children and reduced inductive reasoning with children
(McBride Murray et al., 2002).

At first glance, the assumption that employment will enhance a parent's self
esteem, and consequently improve family relationships, may seem reasonable.
However, the application of this assumption to low-income popuiations suggests that
it may need to be rethought. It was noted earlier that the types of jobs that welfare
recipients obtain do not usually include factors that make the employment
experience positive. Therefore, the notion that employment will lead to greater
maternal psychological functioning, which subsequently will lead to greater parent-
child interactions must be moderated by the reality that not all jobs are good jobs.

The focus on the impact of employment status on parent-child interactions may be

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.




69

missing the mark. In fact, recent research suggests that level of income is more
important than source of income in impacting the health and development of pre-
school children in poverty (Williamson et al., 2005). More research is needed to
assess the importance of level of income for parent-child relations relative to other

factors such as matemnal employment and health.

Childcare

In examining the non-economic implications of moving welfare recipients with
pre-school children into employment, childcare becomes a critical issue. Parents
have children, and if they are required to work, they have to find care for their
children. Research suggests that childcare costs and availability impact the labour
force participation of all women, regardless of socio-economic status (Chaykowski &
Powell, 1999; White, 2001). Childcare issues become particularly critical for low-
income families, especially welfare-to-work participants, as many parents in this
transition have low-paying jobs with irregular hours. Issues of accessibility and
affordability are thus paramount for this particular group of childcare seekers. Not
surprisingly, accessible, affordable, and quality childcare is critical in determining
whether or not a parent will be able to sustain employment after welfare (Edin, 1994,
Edin & Lein, 1996; Elton et al., 1997; Harris, 1996; Meyers, 1997; Seccombe et
al.,1999). Harris (1996) found that childcare responsibilities were significant in
explaining a single mother’s return to welfare after a stint of employment. The lack of
access to affordable childcare was the primary barrier to maintaining employment for
these women. Similarly, Edin and Lein (1996) found that although 85% of the
mothers in their study wished to be employed rather than remain on welfare, they

could not afford it, partly due to childcare costs. Single mothers on welfare favoured
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welfare reform if adequate supports were given for childcare (Seccombe et al.,
1999). Recognizing that people leaving welfare are most likely to obtain low-paying
jobs, researchers recommend comprehensive childcare subsidies to remove the
childcare barrier for welfare-to-work participants. Some American authors have
posited that welfare dependency among single mothers would decrease significantly
with subsidies for childcare costs (Connelly,1990; Kimmel, 1995).

While childcare subsidies are important, they alone do not solve childcare
challenges. In Canada, the cost of childcare for low-income families seems to be
less significant than in the U.S. due to greater availability of daycare subsidies for
low-income families. Currently, subsidies are available in Alberta to a maximum of
$475.00 per month per child (Government of Alberta, 2002a). However, even with
full subsidies available, childcare is still reported as a barrier to employment. In
addition to cost barriers, inflexible childcare arrangements seem significant in
determining a mother’s reason for not obtaining employment, or going back on
welfare after working (Cook, 2000; Edin, 18994; McMullin et al., 2002). Examining
why low-income families did not often utilize program-based childcare or childcare
subsidies, Lowe and Weisner (2004) found that childcare centres without fiexible
hours prevented low-income families from accessing their services. Fiexible
childcare arrangements become paramount in maintaining employment because
low-skill jobs are more likely to involve evening and night hours, as well as rotating
schedules (Meyers, 1997). Thus, daycare centres that accommodate parents who
work irregular shifts would potentially be more successful in meeting the needs of
low-income workers.

A lack of affordable and flexible childcare leads to a variety of childcare

arrangements which may be unstable, unregulated and poor in quality (Eiton,
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Siepper, Azmier, & Roach, 1997). Findings from the Self Sufficiency Project, for
example, indicate that the instability of childcare arrangements for pre-schooi
children increased significantly for the program group (Michalopoulos et al., 2002). In
other words, parents who were working 30 hours or more per week had difficulty
finding stable childcare for their pre-school aged children. Henly and Lyons (2000)
found that low-income parents desired childcare that was affordable, convenient and
safe, and they most likely found informal childcare arrangements that met the first
two criteria, and sometimes the third. However, informal childcare is not available to
everyone, and may be poor in quality. Unstable childcare arrangements are thus
significant in determining a mother’s reason for going back on welfare (Edin, 1994;
Harris, 1996). Clearly, policy which requires the labour force participation of low-
income parents must look carefully at the cost, flexibility and quality of childcare
programs.

Recently, researchers have begun to recognize the interface between health
and childcare, finding that a child’s health status may lead to childcare challenges.
Given that low-income people have a disproportionate number of health probiems, it
is not surprising that low-income workers may experience greater challenges in
making childcare arrangements for children with health problems. Romero et al.
(2002) found that, for low-income women who tried to work in the last three years,
lack of childcare was cited as a challenge to finding employment almost twice as
often than for women who were currently or previously employed. Upon further
examination, it was found that numerous welfare recipients could not find childcare
due to the health needs of their children. Thus, the health status of children very
much impacts the affordability, accessibility and quality of childcare. Given that iow-

income people have children with a disproportionate number of health concems, it
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should not be surprising that suitable childcare might be difficult to obtain for low-
income children. Yet, the connection between child health and childcare availability
has seldom been made. Issues such as childcare, while acknowledged as a need in
welfare-to-work policy development, are often underemphasized and inadequately
addressed, while human capital deficits of low-income parents are continually
emphasized.

In summary, little research has been done to examine the non-economic
impacts of welfare reform on impoverished families. Research to date has primarily
focused on understanding the relationships among health, employment, and welfare
receipt, suggesting significant relationships between these factors. Nascent research
on the effects of welfare reform on low-income families indicates that welfare-to-work
may have impacts on health, family-functioning, and childcare, but more research is
needed in this area to establish how welfare-to-work initiatives impact the day-to-day

experiences of low-income families.

Summary of literature review

While the goal of governments to move welfare recipients into the labour
force may seem straightforward, further analysis of the many assumptions
underlying these goals suggest that welfare reform is complicated, and may be
based more on ideology than empirical knowledge. Furthermore, a close
examination of available findings regarding the impacts of welfare reform suggests
that welfare-to-work initiatives may not be as effective as governments claim. In
addition, this analysis points to the need for a refocus of poverty research to the

structural causes of poverty and barriers to employment. The limitations of
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continuing to focus on the human capital barriers of welfare recipients without
examining the structural causes of poverty are evident.

Although it may seem counter-intuitive to question the advantages of paid
employment over state benefits, an analysis of welfare-to-work programs to date
suggests that many families leaving welfare for work cannot eam a living wage in the
present market economy. Stated succinctly, jobs in the low-wage, low-skill sector of
the present market economy do not provide enough money to live on and may have
negative non-economic implications for low-income families, which are, as yet,
largely unexamined and not well understood. Further research into the non-
economic impacts of welfare reform is needed to understand the full implications of

welfare reform on the well-being of families in poverty.

Gaps in the Literature

Using the human ecological model to demonstrate the interactions between
ideological and policy environments and families and individuals in poverty, | have
identified several gaps in the research and thinking about welfare reform to date.
First, | have suggested that welfare reform has been examined in a vacuum. A
variety of social policies, including welfare-to-work policies, have been significantly
influenced by neo-liberal assumptions about gender neutrality and the primacy of the
market in decision-making. Attention to these underlying assumptions offers an
opportunity to critique them and their relevance to welfare policy development. Yet
most of the literature evaluating the impacts and effectiveness of welfare reform has
not considered how ideology locks policy into a particular mode of development.

ldentifying and critiquing the ideological context within which welfare policy is
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created, however, provides a window of opportunity to push policy development in
another direction. Furthermore, contextualizing welfare policies within the ideological
context of neo-liberalism raises fundamentally important questions about how
current welfare policy directions are redefining notions of citizenship. This
redefinition of citizenship could have long term consequences for all of society in
increasing social inequities and decreasing social cohesion (Cobum, 2000).

Second, | have suggested that weifare-to-work policies, while claiming
gender neutrality, have actually been based on an implicit understanding of gender
equality which assumes gender sameness. This understanding of gender, while
seemingly progressive at first glance, overlooks the differential impacts of gender
which still marginalize women today. Yet because most of the literature on welfare
reform does not use a gender lens to analyze the impact of policies of welfare
reciptents, the gendered nature of the policy gets overlooked (see Baker & Tippin,
1999; Miranne, 1998; Monroe & Tiller, 2001; O"Connor, 1996; and Seccombe et al.,
1999 for notable exceptions). Using a gender lens, policies which inherently, albeit
subtly, discriminate against women in poverty could be made explicit.

Third, the non-economic impacts of welfare policy, while now receiving
attention in the U.S, need further study within the Canadian context. Research that
has been done suggests that policy makers have not adequately explored the health
needs and limitations of welfare recipients, nor have they considered how childcare
might prevent low-income individuals from seeking and maintaining employment.
Much more work is needed to understand the longer-term implications of welfare
reform for families living in poverty.

Finally, one aspect of this analysis is glaringly obvious in its absence. That is,

“researchers need to give closer consideration to beneficiaries’ responses to
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initiatives that work to change their motivations and behaviour, rather than seeing
them as passive recipients of change” (Baker & Tippin, 1999, p. 264). indeed, littie is
known about the perspectives and day-to-day experiences of those who are affected
by welfare-to-work initiatives. Particularly, much needs to be learmed about how
welfare-to-work affects the day-to-day functioning of people moving through this
transition. How do welfare-to-work reforms affect the day-to-day functioning of low-
income families, particularly their health and well-being? How do weifare-to-work
policies affect interactions between parents and their children? Where do welfare-to-
work participants seek and find support? Further research will need to address these

questions.

This Study

This study begins to address some of these gaps by offering a human
ecological analysis grounded in critical feminist theory. By investigating the linkages
between mandated welfare-to-work policies in Canada and the well-being of welfare
recipients, | explicate the ways in which welfare policies in Alberta, while claiming
gender neutrality, have particular implications for women. Furthermore, this study,
through an exploration of the connections between welfare-to-work initiatives and the
day-to-day lives of welfare participants, sheds light on the larger social, political and
economic constructs which shape the lives of individuals. By exploring the
environments in which individuals live, this analysis shows that how the day-to-day
lives of welfare recipients are experienced reflects far more complexity than simple
individual choices.

To examine the relationship between welfare to-work policies and welfare

recipients’ experiences, this study addressed three research questions:
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1) What are the impacts of welfare-to-work initiatives on the well-being of
families living in poverty, including their health, family-functioning and childcare

arrangements?

2) How do the experiences of welfare recipients make visible the currently
invisible connections between the day-to-day lives of welfare recipients and welfare

policies implemented within a neo-liberal ideological framework?
3) What do the experiences of welfare-to-work participants tell us about current
understandings of citizenship in contemporary Canada?

Through exploring these questions, this research contributes to the development of
client-centered social policy initiatives for people in poverty, which governments

increasingly identify as a high priority in policy development.
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Chapter Three
Methodology and Methods

It is the knowledge or the genuine conditions of our lives that we must draw our

strength to live and our reasons for acting.
Simone deBeauvoir

For this study | used the methodology developed by Dorothy E. Smith, known
as Institutional Ethnography. A critical feminist methodology, institutional
ethnography provides a framework to examine critically how the experiences of
individuals are embedded within broader social, political and economic constructs
(Devault, 1999). While the inquiry is grounded in the experiences of participants, it
seeks to move beyond individual experiences in order to analyze the social, political
and economic power structures, “the relations of ruling,” from participants’ various
standpoints (Smith, 1987, 1998). Institutional ethnography thus provides a
methodology with which to study power structures from the perspectives of those on
the margins. In this research, institutional ethnography will be used to make explicit
the implicit connections between the daily-lived experiences of welfare recipients
with pre-school children and welfare-to-work initiatives.

In order to understand this methodology in all its compiexity, it is important to
situate it within the critical social science tradition to identify clearly its ontological,
epistemological and methodological assumptions. Therefore, | have organized this
chapter as follows. First, | discuss critical social science/critical theory more
generally to show some of the key components of this research tradition. Then, |
explain feminist standpoint epistemology, to provide the background for an
understanding of institutional ethnography. | then situate institutional ethnography
within the critical social science tradition, and explain its central tenets and

assumptions. Finally, | discuss the reasons why institutional ethnography is an
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appropriate methodology with which to study the experiences of families in poverty

as they make the transition from social assistance to employment.

Critical Social Science/Critical Theory

The critical social science tradition can be viewed as a meta-theory
comprising a number of theories including neo-Marxist conflict theories and feminist
theories (Creswell, 1998). While critical social science is, then, a “theory of science”,
the term criticai theory, is a more substantive theory which focuses on the
development of a ‘theory of society” (Fay, 1987). However, because the terms
critical social science and critical theory are often used interchangeably in the
literature, | will also use both terms interchangeably here.

Kincheloe and McLaren (2000) state that critical theory is “concemed in
particular with issues of power and justice and the ways that the economy, matters
of race, class and gender, ideologies, discourses, education, religions and other
social institutions, and cultural dynamics interact to construct a social system” (p.
281). Fay (1987) states that the goal of critical social science is to explain, criticize
and “overthrow” the social world. Citing Lynd (1939), Bubolz (1995) argues that the
key question for a researcher with a critical science perspective is as follows:
"Knowledge for What?" Bubolz argues that the “"role of knowledge is more than
discovering ‘what is"; the function of knowledge is to understand each other,
enlighten, emancipate, and bring about desirable change — in the direction of ‘what
should be™ (p. 3). Clearly, critical theory is a “value-laden” theory with the goal of
transformation.

The emancipatory nature of critical social science is thus key to

understanding its orientation. But emancipated from what? According to this theory,
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many marginalized people are estranged from their potential (Fay, 1987; Neuman
2000) due to the oppressive structures of society — such as ideology, and sodial,
political and economic structures — what Smith (1987) would term the ‘relations of
ruling.” Fay (1987) points out that the idea that human existence is separated from
its sources of energy has a long history in westem thought both in the Christian
tradition (alienation from God) and the secular tradition, through thinkers such as
Pascal, Kierkegaard, Hegel, Marx, Freud, and Heidegger. The objective of social
science, then, is understood by critical theorists as “a critical process of inquiry that
goes beyond surface illusions to uncover the real structures in the material world in
order to help people change conditions and build a better world for themselves”
(Neuman, 2000, p. 76). Transformation is a key goal of critical theorists.

Critical theory engages and draws from the work of Marx, however, it is
crucial to note that there are important distinctions from Marx. While critical theorists
in the 1960s recognized the domination and limitations of capitalism, they also saw
the hope of liberation in new poststructuralist conceptions of human agency
(Kincheloe and MclLaren, 2000). Thus, in critical theory, the limitations to the
individual of broader social, political and economic structures are understood.

However, in critical theory, they are not deterministic. Rather, there is an opportunity

for human agency, although the limitations of human agency are also recognized
(Kincheloe & MclLaren, 2000). A critical theorist's understanding of human agency
closely parallels that of a human ecologist’s understanding, with its recognition of
agency within limits.

Critical theorists believe that there is a “true consciousness.” When a person
discovers this consciousness he or she will be transformed personally and work to

transform systems (Guba, 1990). Critical theorists work to expose beliefs that are
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restrictive to individuals or groups (Neilsen, 1990). The goal of the critical theorist,
then, is to emancipate particular groups of people from parts of society that are
oppressive. In short, critical theorists challenge dominant ideologies in society, with
the goal of societal transformation and freedom for groups of oppressed persons.
The goal of transformation in critical theory dovetails nicely with the goal of human
betterment in human ecology (Bubolz, 1995).

Guba (1990) argues that critical theorists, like positivists, have a critical
realist ontology. In other words, they believe that there is truth “out there.” However,
critical theorists’ understanding of reality differs from the understanding of positivists
in significant ways. First, critical theorists understand truth within a context of muiltiple
realities. While critical theorists espouse a notion of an objective reality, they do not
believe that there can be objective knowledge. Second, critical theorists’ sense of
reality is “historical realism” (Neuman, 2000). In other words, critical theorists
acknowiedge that reality is constantly evolving because of the ever-changing nature
of social, political, economic and cultural factors. According to this approach,
knowledge is socially constructed because "every group is located socially and
historically™ and “there is no such thing as an objective or neutral or disinterested
perspective” (Nielsen, 1990, p. 9). One can never fully understand reality due to the
social construction of knowledge and the limitations of human capacity (Guba,
1990). In summary, while critical theorists believe in an objective truth (hence, a
critical realist ontology), they also acknowledge muiltiple realities which makes them
epistemological subjectivists who believe that "values mediate inquiry™ (Guba, p. 25).

Itis important to note that believing that knowledge is socially constructed is
not the same as believing that there is no truth or objective reality. One can still

believe that knowledge is socially constructed while acknowledging some notion of
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an objective reality. While the critical realist ontology might seem incompatible with a
subjectivist epistemology, | would argue that the compatibility of this seeming
contradiction becomes more clear with an understanding of feminist standpoint

epistemology, to which | will now tumn.

Feminist standpoint epistemology

Feminist standpoint epistemology is normally associated, and explained,
within the framework of feminist theories. However, because many feminist theories
also fit within the critical social science paradigm under the classification of critical
feminist theory (which is also where institutional ethnography is situated), it is logical
to explain feminist standpoint theory within a larger discussion of the critical tradition.
Furthermore, 1 would argue that it is very difficult to understand the ontological and
epistemological underpinnings of critical feminist theory without understanding
feminist standpoint theory. As well, a thorough understanding of feminist standpoint
theory is imperative to a solid understanding of institutional ethnography. Thus, | will
explain feminist standpoint theory to further illuminate the basic assumptions of
critical social science before | situate institutional ethnography within this paradigm.

Because critical theorists believe that realities are socially constructed, they
encounter the dilemma of deciding which perspective is “more true.” Guba (1990)
describes the political nature of critical theory:

If values do enter into every inquiry, then the question immediately arises as

to what values and whose values shall govemn. If the findings of studies can

vary depending on the values chosen, then the choice of a particular value

system tends to empower and enfranchise certain persons while
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disempowering and disenfranchising others. inquiry thereby becomes a

political act (Guba, p. 24, author's emphasis).

Feminist standpoint epistemology is one approach to dealing with the dilemma of
critical theory.

Feminist standpoint epistemologists believe that people with less power in
society are often able to see a more “complete” picture of society than those with
more power, specifically because they are iess powerful (Harding, 1987). Annas
(1978) calls this “double vision” - “a knowledge, awareness of, and sensitivity to both
the dominant world view of the society and their own minority” (as quoted in Nielsen,
1990, p. 10). For example, because women as a social group are subordinate to
men, it is to the advantage of women to understand a male perspective of the world,
whereas men comprising the dominant group are less likely to understand the
female perspective.

Nielsen (1990) suggests that the implication that comes out of standpoint
epistemology is that studying the understandings of oppressed group(s) "will lead to
more accurate, more complex knowledge® (p. 23). Thus, with feminist standpoint
epistemology, there is a potential for “transcendence” — that one could develop a
more complete knowledge which could be liberating for some people. That critical
theorists who embrace a feminist standpoint position believe that one position is
“more right” than another position, demonstrates that they accept the notion of some
sort of objective reality (Nielsen, 1990). This fits with Guba’s (1990) interpretation
that critical theorists, while acknowledging a subjective epistemology, also espouse
a type of objective ontology.

If one accepts that ways of knowing are subjective, as critical realists do, the

only alternative seems to be, as Nielsen (1990) points out, "a kind of relativism that
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is not very satisfying™ (p. 28). She argues that there is a way out of this however.
Citing Gadamer (1976), Nielsen (1990) argues that “it is precisely through the
interplay between one's existing cognitions or values...and the elements of other
cultures or new theories that one develops knowledge™ (p. 28). The process of
oscillating between old and new ideas is described by Gadamer as “fusion of
horizons” and by Westkott (1983) as dialectical tension (as cited in Nielsen, 1990).
The notion of dialectical tension, which originates with Hegel, suggests
"discontinuities, oppositions, contradictions, tensions, and dilemmas that form part of
women's concrete experience in patriarchal worlds — dilemmas that are realized only
with a feminist consciousness” (Nielsen, 1990, p. 25). As Nielsen (1990) argues, the
concepts of fusion and dialectical move beyond feminist standpoint epistemology
because they allow for a “synthesis” of the new and the old at the interface of two
potentially conflicting paradigms. Hence, a third way emerges. “[O]ne’s view is
enlarged and broadened by the clashing of two cultures; in this case... it is male-
dominated versus feminist paradigms that clash”™ (Nielsen, 1990, p. 29). A critical
theory paradigm thus offers an opportunity to look at the connection between the
structural oppression and individual experiences of women and children in poverty,

to expand knowledge for the purposes of societal transformation.

Institutional ethnography

Institutional ethnography (IE), as developed by Dorothy E. Smith, clearly fits
within the critical social science tradition. The philosophical assumptions and
objectives of institutional ethnography dovetail closely with those of critical social
science. Like critical social science, institutional ethnography aims to explore,

critique and change the social world. In addition, institutional ethnography, like
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critical social science, has the explicit objective to transform and emancipate. Finally,
institutional ethnography, like critical social science, rejects the postmodem
assumption of a relativist ontology of knowledge, while recognizing the existence of
muiltiple viewpoints (Smith, 1998). It must be noted that Smith does not put herself in
the traditional critical theorist camp, but rather identifies herself within the feminist
camp. However, because various feminist theories also fit within the critical social
science tradition, institutional ethnography may be appropriately categorized within
the critical social science umbrelia.

Dorothy Smith (1987, 1998), educated in the sociological tradition, was
disillusioned with the traditional mode of sociological inquiry — the practice of going
out to the field, bringing back knowledge and analyzing it from the perspective of,
and for the benefit of, those in power or the “relations of ruling.” Instead, she
envisioned a sociology that would show a true insider’s perspective. Rather than a
sociology that benefits those in power through giving a window of insight into those
living “on the margins”, she envisioned a sociology where those on the margins
would be able to look in toward those holding the power. In her vision of a new
methodology, the direction of view would be reversed. Rather than the sociologist
(in power) going into the field to observe, collect data and analyze data from the
perspective of — and for the benefit of — the 'powerful, the sociologist would go to the
margins and look toward the center of power structures to view these power
structures from the perspective of those in the margins. Devault (1999) summarizes
Smith’s (1987) perspective:

The institutional ethnographer takes up a point of view in a marginal

location; she “looks” carefully and relatively unobtrusively, like any

fieldworker, but she looks from the margins inward - toward centers of
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power and administration — searching to explicate the contingencies of

ruling that shape local contexts (p. 48, emphasis added).

The result of this kind of inquiry is that knowledge is produced for those on the
margins, rather than about those on the margins. The critique, then, becomes an
‘insider’s critique” as it is rooted in the experiences of study participants.

The difference between ethnography and institutional ethnography, then, is
the level of analysis. A traditional ethnographer describes what he or she sees. An
institutional ethnographer goes beyond the individual experience to reveal the social
relations that help to form the individual experience. While traditional ethnography
seeks to understand the individual experience, the institutional ethnography uses the
individual experience to understand the larger social processes that underlie that
experience. In institutional ethnography, then, the goal of the inquiry is to reveal the
larger social constructions which are tied to the individual experience. Campbell and
Gregor (2002) summarize this approach:

[Ulnderlying anyone's everyday life experience, something invisible is

happening to generate a particular set of circumstances. It is that

“something " that is of research interest...Institutional ethnographers

believe that people and events are actually tied together in ways that

make sense of such abstractions as power, knowledge, capitalism,

patriarchy, race, the economy, the state, policy, culture, and so on” (p. 17,

emphasis in original).

Smith calls this process of explicating the relationship between experiences and
social constructs the “mapping of social relations ™ (Smith, 1998).
While the inquiry is grounded in the experiences of participants, it seeks to

move beyond the experience and analyze that experience with the ‘Trelations of
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ruling” (Smith, 1998). Smith expiains that to view the “everyday world as problematic”
is to view the everyday experiences as the starting point of the inquiry, not the end
result.
The language of the everyday worlid as it is incorporated into the description
of that world is rooted in social relations beyond it and expresses relations
not peculiar to the particular setting it describes...The particular “case”is not
particular in the aspects that are of concem to the inquirer. Indeed it is not a
“case” for it presents itseif to us rather as a point of entry, the locus of an
experiencing subject or subjects, into a larger social and economic process”
(Smith, 1987, p. 156-157, emphasis added).
Furthermore, Smith explains that while the connections between the
everyday/everynight experiences and the larger social processes are there, they are
invisible and need to be explicated.
The concept of problematic is used here to direct attention to a possible
set of questions that may not have been posed or a set of puzzles that do
not yet exist in the form of puzzles but are “latent”in the actualities of the
experienced world (Smith, 1987, p. 91).
The challenge of the researcher, then, is to make visible the, as yet, invisible
connections between experiences in the everyday and larger social processes.
Smith (1987) uses historical materialism (as developed by Marx) to analyze
social settings to understand the historical and social construction of the organization
of structures and the relations of ruling. Smith (1987) comments on her reading of
Marx and Engels:
They insist we start in the same world as the one we live in, among real

individuals, their activities, and the material conditions of their activities. What
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is there to be investigated are the ongoing actual activities of real people.

Nothing more or iess. We are talking about a world that actually happens and

can be observed, spoken of, and returmed to to check up on the accuracy of

an account or whether a given version of its faithful to how it actually works

(p. 123, author’'s emphasis).

Institutional ethnography thus bases its inquiry in the actual everyday experiences of
individuals. Two points shouid be made about this. First, while the institutional
ethnographic mode of inquiry has a materialist foundation, like the larger critical
social science tradition, it is not deterministic like the original writings of Marx.
Rather, consistent with the larger critical social tradition and the human ecological
framework, there is room for human agency. Smith (1998) states that “our local
practices are both determined by and contribute to the social relations with which
they are ceordinated” (p. 227).

Second, while institutional ethnography is grounded in individual experience,
it also allows for multiple views. The challenge of the researcher is to make the
connections between the different viewpoints, understanding how particular
individuals see the world from their various locations (Smith, 1987). This point
underscores further how institutional ethnography fits with the ontology and
epistemology of a critical social science paradigm: for both, multiple reatities exist
depending on where you are situated, but there is the notion of some sort of “single,
organized whole” (Devault, 1999, p. 50). The multiple perspectives do not take away
from a notion of objectivity; rather, the researcher tries to explicate, understand, and
analyze the connections between the different viewpoints.

Smith uses Hegel's example of the master and the servant to explain feminist

standpoint theory. In Hegel's parable, he shows how the master’s notion of reality
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and the servant’s notion of reality are dramatically different. From the master’s
standpoint, he asks for a particular object, and it is given. He thus views his
relationship to the object as simple: he demands it and it is provided. The servant, on
the other hand, sees the relationship between the master and the object very
differently. From the servant’s standpoint, the mediator between the master and the
object is himself. It is only through his labour that the master obtains his object. From
the master’s standpoint, the production of the object by the servant is invisible.

Using Hegel’s example, Smith (1987) suggests that the understanding of
power from the standpoint of a successful man locks very different than the
standpoint of a woman (say his wife) iooking at the same thing. The powerful man
would argue that he has eamed entitiement to his power and status because of his
initiative and hard work. From the standpoint of his wife, however, this may look very
different. From where she stands, it becomes evident that her unpaid labour
contributes to the status and power of her husband; in fact, his success wouid be
impossible without her labour. Smith (1987) states: “Women are outside the
extralocal relations of ruling, for the most part located in work processes that sustain
it and are essential to its existence” (p. 79).

The same analogy could be used to explain a poor person’s understanding of
wealth as compared to a rich person’s perspective. The rich man'’s perspective is
that he eams his wealth and is therefore entitled to it. From the perspective of the
poor person, however, the rich man obtains weaith through the labour and
exploitation of the poor person. From the rich man’s perspective, the social relations
which create his wealth are invisible. From the poor person’s standpoint, however,
the invisible connection between the rich man’s wealth and the poor person'’s labour

are made known.
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One point should be made about the concept of false consciousness within
institutional ethnography. Where critical theorists argue that one of the goals of
research is to emancipate oppressed groups from false consciousness, Smith does
not address this. However, in critically reading Smith’s work, | think she would argue
that knowledge which comes from viewing the relations of ruling from the margins is
developed through the standpoint of an oppressed person’s experiences, not their
perspectives. In other words, the oppressed person may not have a clear
understanding of how he or she is oppressed; however, his or her experiences
reveal this. Thus, whatever the perspective of the participant, it is his or her
experiences that show power imbalances and the ways in which a person’s daily life
is organized by larger social processes. The institutional ethnographer may be
interested in gleaning the perspectives of the participants, but the analysis of power

structures comes from a close examination of participants’ experiences.

Rationale for using institutional ethnography for this study

There are a number of qualitative research methodologies that could be used
effectively to study the experiences of low-income families as they move from social
assistance to employment. Grounded theory, for example, could be used to develop
a theory about the process of moving from weifare to work. Phenomenology couid
be used to explore in-depth, the “essence” of the experience of living on the margins.
Traditional ethnography could be used to describe the experiences of women and
their children as they move from welfare to work. Institutional ethnography, however,
is an especially appropriate methodology for studying the experniences of welfare

recipients with pre-school children as they make the transition from social assistance
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to the labour market. Its strength as a methodology for this kind of research is
evident in 2 number of ways.

First, institutional ethnography’s basis in feminist research means that it gives
room for the researcher to consider gender as a critical category of analysis. The
primary goal of feminist research is to examine the female experience, as it has
been overlooked historically (Harding, 1987). Using a gender analysis in research
examining the experiences of women in poverty is important as gender has often
been overlooked in studying welfare reform (Baker and Tippin, 1999; O’Connor,
1996). Lather (1991) indicates that feminist research has the ultimate goal of
correcting “both the invisibility and distortion of female experience in ways relevant to
ending women's unequal social position” (Lather, 1991, p. 71). Including gender
analysis in this study, then, leaves room for developing new understandings of the
experiences of women in poverty as they move from welfare to work.

Second, institutional ethnography can be used, not only to examine the
experiences of marginalized people, but also to connect these experiences to larger
social processes. As Smith emphasizes: “The aim is not to explain people’s
behaviour but to be able to explain to them/ourselves the socially organized powers
in which their/our lives are embedded and to which their/our activities contribute”
(Smith, 1998, p. 8). Institutional ethnography thus provides a methodological
framework to exa.mine critically the ways in which welfare-to-work participants’
experiences intersect with the policies underlying welfare-to-work programs.

Smith uses a powerful analogy which demonstrates why institutional
ethnography is uniquely appropriate for studying marginalized women and children
who are making the transition from welfare to work. When Smith (1987) describes

her conceptualization of “the fault line” — the disconnect she saw between women's
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experiences and the larger culture around them — she uses an illustration from a
short story of Doris Lessing (Smith, 1987). Lessing describes a girl who grew-up in
Africa but was educated in the Biritish literary tradition. The language, moral
development, culture, worldview, and even the countryside which developed the
girl's understanding and “consciousness” through her education were completely
different than the world she expenenced in Africa. “Her own landscape, its forms of
life, her immediate everyday world do not fully penetrate and occupy her
consciousness. They are not named™ (Smith, 1987, p. 36, emphasis added). in short,
there was a disconnect between what the gir leamed from discourse, and what she
knew from her immediate worid.

The same argument can be made about families living in poverty in our
society. Much of what is ‘known”to people in poverty from their experiences does
not fit with the “known truths” of the dominant discourse. People in poverty hear
rhetoric daily that does not fit with their everyday experiences. For example, the
dominant discourse teils us something like this:

Canada is a rich country; people in Canada are privileged to have the

(third) highest standard of living in the world; working equals having

money, and the harder you work the more money you will have; each of

us can do it on our own if we really try; we should be financially

independent in order to be moral, contributing citizens; work will lead

to meaning and fulfillment; and working will set a good example for your

chiidren (United Nations, 2002; Government of Canada, 2002b).

Yet most (or all) of this rhetoric clashes with the experiences of people in poverty. In

contrast, their discourse might look something like this.

Canada is rich but | am poor. Working is supposed to be equivalent to having
money but | have even less money when | work than when I'm on welfare.
Somehow | can't do it on my own, | need others to help me meet my daily
needs and take care of my kids. Working often makes me feel exhausted,
defeated, overwhelmed, depressed and humiliated and | don't find meaning
in my work; when | leave my children to work | feel quilty.
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Using institutional ethnography as a road map, | have the opportunity to hear the
stories of families in poverty to explore the ‘fault line” between their individual
experiences and the dominant discourse. Furthermore, | can work to make visible
the currently invisible connections between marginalized women's everyday
experiences and the larger social processes that organize those experiences.

Institutional ethnography is suited for studying families on the margins
because it looks at the power structures that help to create their worlds from their
standpoints. It has been noted in research on welfare reform that the perspectives
and experiences of participants themselves are often overlooked (See, for example,
Baker & Tippin, 1999; Yoshikawa & Hsueh, 2001). Looking at the relations of ruling
(e.g., the social welfare system, the healthcare system, and economic and political
structures) through the eyes and experiences of women on the margins can give
them a fuller understanding of the social processes which shape their lives, and
which they participate in shaping. Also, because Smith emphasizes that the
knowledge created is intended for the participants themselves, and not for the
benefit of the relations of ruling, it has an opportunity to lead to emancipation built on
increased knowledge and understanding.

A third reason that institutional ethnography is suitable for studying families in
poverty is that, consistent with the critical tradition, there is an action component
associated with the research. Using institutional ethnography, the researcher
conducts research to make change. In this case, the goal of the research is to make
explicit the connections between individual experience and larger social processes
for the benefit of the research participants, as well as to construct knowledge that will
inform the work of policy makers and agencies who work on welfare policy

construction and implementation. Institutional ethnography goes beyond traditional

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.




93

ethnography as it includes a political objective by asking "questions about
fundamental policy, power and dominance issues” (Marshall & Rossman, 1995, p.
3). By giving voice to politically and economically marginalized people, and by
examining their experiences within the context of existing power structures, the
intent is to engage participants in developing recommendations for policy change in
order to transform social policy to better meet the needs of poor families.

It should be noted that while institutional ethnography has a goal of
transformation, it is not a “call to arms. ”Rather, institutional ethnography provides
solid knowledge for activists to use (Smith, 1998). “The institutional ethnographic
approach to social change thus assumes a division of labor between scholars and
activists — or at least a distinction between moments of inquiry and activism”
{Devault, 1999, p. 53). In other words, Smith (1998) articulates that research
requires specific skilis and that researchers shouid focus their efforts on developing
those skills; similarly, activism requires specialized skills which should be honed by
activists. The goal of institutional ethnography, then, is to provide strong evidence
and understanding for participants and activists to use. The role of activism in
institutional ethnography, then, is different than in a participatory action research

approach which has an action component built right into its methodology.

Summary

Critical theorists challenge dominant ideologies in society, with the goal of
societal transformation and freedom for groups of oppressed persons. Within the
critical social science tradition, feminist critical theorists have added much insight
into research from the perspective of those on the margins through theoretical and

methodological developments from feminist standpoint epistemology. As one
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particularly influential methodology within this tradition, institutional ethnography
provides a way in which to study power structures from the perspective of those on
the margins. Institutional ethnography is particularly appropriate for studying families
moving from welfare to work because it considers gender as a category of analysis,
shows the connection between marginalized people’s experiences and larger social
processes, uses impoverished people’s standpoints to understand complex power
structures, and provides knowledge which can lead to societal change. Nieisen
(1990) states that an “important way in which feminist research constitutes a
paradigm shift is exemplified by the many reinterpretations, reconstructions, and
reanalyses of existing data from the new perspective” (p. 20). Using institutional
ethnography, | have an opportunity to shed new light on conventional ways of

thinking.

Methods

In this section, | review the methods | employed in this study. | first give a
detailed account of the recruitment strategies, sample description, data collection
process, and data analysis. Then, | identify my voice as a researcher, and reflect on
the ethical challenges | encountered as 1 conducted this research. In the final section
of this chapter, | identify the strengths and limitations of this study.

To investigate the interface between mandated welfare-to-work policies in
Canada and the experiences of welfare recipients with pre-school children, |
conducted a one-year study using semi-structured interviews to collect in-depth
qualitative data. Participants were selected using purposive sampling (Thomas,
1993) in order to hear the experiences of people directly impacted by welfare-to-

work policies. Through the use of in-depth interviews, | was able to elicit participants’
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detailed descriptions of their families’ experiences related to welfare-to-work
initiatives, probing the economic and non-economic impacts of welfare-to-work
programs.

Initial interviews were done with twenty-six (26) families: twenty-three (23) of
these families were from Edmonton, and three (3) families were from a rural northern
Albertan town. | conducted two additional in-depth interviews in six month intervals
over the course of one year with one parent in 17 of the original 26 families. to
explore families’ experiences as they made the transition from welfare to work. By
conducting three interviews with each family throughout the year, |1 was able to
capture a full annual cycle of family dynamics (e.g., school, holidays, etc.) and a
reasonable period of transition between social assistance and employment-related
activities. This analysis focuses on the 17 families | was able to follow throughout the
year.

| completed a total of 60 in-depth interviews between May 23, 2001 and
October 23, 2002. The interviews were done over this time period to meet the
objectives of a larger research project known as “The Welfare-to-work Research
Project,” for which | was hired as a Research Assistant to conduct the qualitative

piece of the study.

Setting and recruitment strategies

Participants for this study were selected from a large Canadian City,
Edmonton, as well as one rural community in Alberta, roughly 150 km north of
Edmonton. Two strategies were used to identity participants. First, posters were
placed in agencies where low-income families were most likely to frequent (eg.,

Candora Society, Norwood Community Centre, The Edmonton Food Bank, etc.).
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(See Appendix A). In addition, The Community Network Strategy (CNS) (Welshimer,
1995) was employed to locate potential participants. Beginning with agencies and
organizations within the community, the CNS uses community networking to locate
potential participants not necessarily connected to formal agencies. Using this
process, | identified agencies, contacted their managers, and was connected with
employees who have contacts with community members (often outreach workers
and other community workers). My hope was that these agency contacts would
suggest community contacts who would then be able to identify and facilitate contact
with potential research participants not necessarily connected to agencies. See
Appendix B for an information sheet that community contact people could use as a
guide when they talked with potential participants about the study.

While | hoped that the CNS would be an excellent way of recruiting research
participants who are not well connected to formal social service agencies, but whose
knowledge and experience would be useful for my research project, 1 did not have
much success with this process. Although eight participants were recruited using the
CNS process, | was only able to retain four of them for the duration of the study
(50%). 1 had more success with recruitment within employability programs designed
for welfare-to-work participants. | visited four employability programs, and was able
to recruit 18 participants, 13 of whom | was able to retain throughout the research
project (72%). To recruit participants through employability programs, | used the
following process. First, | contacted the agency directors to gain access to their
programs. The agency directors then refarred me to program managers, who in tumn,
put me in touch with program facilitators. With the consent of the program facilitators,
another research team member and | conducted a short presentation, explaining the

purpose and process of the welfare-to-work research project. During the class break,
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participants had an opportunity to volunteer for the study. After obtaining their
telephone numbers, | gave the potential participants a follow-up call, determined
whether or not they met the criteria for the study, answered additional questions

posed by the participants, and arranged for a first interview.

Sample description

As mentioned previously, 26 families were recruited for this study. Families
were recruited until theoretical saturation (Thomas, 1993) was reached — that is until
no new themes or issues arose in data collection. Previous ethnographic studies
about the effects of welfare-to-work policies have involved 15-30 families (see
Hagen & Davis, 1994, Miranne, 1998; Oliker, 1995; Seccombe et al. 1999). Thus,
this study used a similarly sized sample. Selection criteria for this sample included:

Families with incomes at or below the Statistics Canada Low-Income Cut-Offs

(LICOs) who have at least one child less than 5 years of age. (Appendix C
outlines the LICOs for 2001).

o Families who were beginning the transition from social assistance to the labour
market. These families were commencing mandated employment-related
programs such as life skills, job training, post-secondary education, job
placements, and jobs.

e Parents who were able to articulate verbally their experiences in English.

e Parents who were willing and able to consent to taped interviews.

The 26 participants who completed the first interview came from a variety of
welfare-to-work initiatives. Six participants came from a full-time six-month

employability program intended to target high-barrier women who had left situations
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of domestic violence. Seven other participants came from a full-time, one-year
employability program which included personal development, resume and interview
skill development, life skills, job search, and on-the-job training. Five other
participants came from a part-time pre-employability program for women who were
considered to have particularly high barriers to employment. Six participants,
including the rural participants, were recruited using the Community Network
Strategy, and two participants were recruited through snowball sampling.

My goal was to compiete interviews throughout the year with 15-20 famities.
Therefore, | over sampled for my first round of interviews, anticipating that | would
lose some of the participants through attrition along the way. This proved to be a
prudent decision because | lost a significant number of participants between the first
and second set of interviews. For the first round of interviews, | interviewed 26
people, 23 mothers, one father, and two grandmothers. Nine of these participants
were lost between the first and second round of interviews. Between the second and
third round of interviews, | lost one participant and gained one back, which meant
that | did 17 interviews for the second and third rounds. | was pleased with the
retention between these two sets of interviews, and felt confident that | had more
than enough data to work with.

Of the participants that remained in the study for the entire year of data
collection for this study, 13 were recruited from employability programs, one from a
daycare, one from a parent support group, one from a community health program,
and finally one was a “snowball” who was referred by another participant. The
sample consisted of four general groups. First, there were three participants from a
pre-employability program for people who were considered high-barrier social

assistance clients. This was a part-time program that focused on personal
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development and job preparedness, including a work-experience component.
Second, there were five participants from an intensive full-time six-month
employability program for abused women. This program was classified as an
employment program designed to provide “a range of employment services to
women in Edmonton whose primary barrier to empioyment is a history of domestic
abuse” (AHRE, 2001b, p. 8). Third, there were five participants in an intensive full-
time, 12-month employability program for social assistance recipients. The intent of
this program was “to provide a iong term comprehensive empioyment program for
multiple barried (sic) SFl recipients™ (AHRE 2001b, p. 8). Finally, there was a group
of “independents”™ who were recruited elsewhere. These four participants, while
required by Supports For Independence to find a suitable job-training program or
actively seek work in order to qualify for welfare benefits, were not in formal
employability programs, but found other ways to fuifiil their requirements. One of
these participants just started part-time employment when | met her, two were
looking for work, and one was in a 12-month training program to become a legal

secretary.

Reasons for participant attrition

There were three main reasons that participants discontinued involvement in
the study, which | have documented in detail in my field notes. First, five participants
moved to another city and | was unable to reestablish contact with three of them
(11% of all study participants). Second, many participants (over half) had their
phones disconnected over the duration of the study. While | was able to reestablish

contact with most of them through friends or family, | was unable to locate three of
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them (11%). Third, three participants did not retum my calls (11%). For whatever
reason, they chose to terminate their participation in the study.

The highest retention rate was for participants recruited from the two full-time
employability groups (71% for the twelve-month group, and 83% for the six-month
group). The poorest retention rate was in the rural group, where | was only able to
retain one of the three original participants (33%). One explanation for this attrition is
that the two full-time groups were generally more “employment ready” than the other
groups | interviewed, suggesting that their lives were more stable, which made it
easier for me to keep in touch. The other two groups, the part-time employability
program group, and the group of “independents” who were not in any formal
employability groups, had a retention rate each of 60%. Overall, these groups were
more stable than the rural group, but less stable than those in the full-time
employability programs. The persons in the program for high-barrier women, |
propose, were quite unstable and therefore more difficult to stay in touch with. The
independents were more likely to lack formal social supports, and this may have
impacted their ability to participate for the duration of my research project.

Although | was disappointed to lose so many participants after the first round
of interviews, | recognize that the participants | was working with have complex and
difficult lives that made it difficult for them to complete the research project. While |
experienced personal pressure to maintain contact with as many participants as
possible, | had to remember that their consent to participate was critical. | could not

pressure them to participate, as much as | felt that | needed their interviews.
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Data collection

The main tool for data collection in this study was in-depth interviews. |
conducted all interviews myself. Fifty-eight out of the sixty interviews were conducted
in person. All of these interviews were taped and transcribed verbatim by
transcribers hired by the Welfare-to-Work Research Project. Two of the interviews in
the final round of interviewing were done via the telephone, as the participants had
moved to another province. Discussion from these telephone interviews was
recorded by hand throughout the interview.

This research was conducted using a semi-structured interview format. Semi-
structured interviews are designed to seek information about a particular topic,
covering various domains of knowledge, while still maintaining the flexibility of an
unstructured interview. Therefore, an interview guide is developed before research
interviews begin, to shape the course of the interview and ensure that particular
areas of interest are considered (Bemard, 1995). However, the interviewer is free to
probe at certain points to elicit more in-depth information, and ask questions in a
different order than indicated on the interview guide. This interview style allows for
consistent data to be collected, while leaving room for important and enriching
details to emerge.

The interview guides (Appendix D) were developed using Spradley’s (1979)
recommendations. The purpose of the initial interview was to explain the study
thoroughly; begin to develop rapport with the participant; obtain a general overview
of the participant's life story, and ask introductory questions about the participant’s
involvement with welfare-to-work programs, probing how this participation had
impacted the health and well-being, family-functioning, and childcare arrangements

of participants and their children. Subsequent interviews involved eliciting in-depth,
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focused, descriptive accounts of families’ everyday experiences of the transition from
wetfare to work. This inciuded the identification of connections between families’
lived experiences related to welfare-to-work and the broad range of policies (e.g.,
income security, labour market, health, education, and social services) that are
integral to the recent welfare-to-work trend in Canada.

The interviews averaged approximately one hour in length, although they
varied from 45 minutes to three hours. As the interviewer, | was sensitive to the
individual needs of each participant and made time adaptations as required. The

circumstances surrounding some interviews required that they be shorter or longer.

For example, there were times when children were present and requiring attention,
and it became clear that the interview needed to be as efficient as possible in order
to meet the needs of the participant and her child. At other times, the participant
wanted to talk about things that were not particularly relevant to my topic of interest.
However, | felt it was important that participants have an opportunity to discuss
topics pressing to them as well, and therefore allowed them an opportunity to
discuss things that were “off-topic.”

The maijority of the interviews (49 out of 60) were done in the participants’
homes. On a few occasions, | met with participants at the location of their welfare-to-

work program because the time and location were most convenient for the

participant. In these cases, the interview was conducted in a private room within the
agency. There were advantages and disadvantages to different locations for the
interview. Doing interviews in the participant’s home was ideal in many ways,
because the interview was conducted on the participant's turf, and the power
differential seemed to be somewhat reduced, as | was a guest going into the

participant’s home. Here, the participant could offer me a beverage and decide
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where the interview would take place within his or her home (usually the kitchen
table was chosen). Also, going into the home gave me an opportunity to observe the
environment in which the participant lived. This enabled me to get a better sense of
the day-to-day conditions under which the participant lived. Often, for example, | was
able to observe the amount of food in the fridge because the participant would open
the fridge to get something for me, his/her children, or him/herself. Unlike the
cluttered, packed nature of my fridge and many others whom | know, 1 noticed that
many of the refrigerators in these homes were quite bare. This was an insight |
would not have obtained had | not had an opportunity to go into the participants’
homes.

On the other hand, there were clear advantages to doing interviews in the
agency setting rather than the participants’ homes. For a few initial interviews, | had
the sense some participants were concermned about me coming to their homes.
Although | asked all of the participants where they would like to hold the interviews,
in specific cases where | sensed discomfort, | emphasized that the interview could
be conducted at an agency. In these cases, it seemed that the participant preferred
“neutral turf” where s/he did not feel that | was infringing on her/his privacy. Having
me come to her/his home may have felt too much like a social worker or a child
welfare worker coming in to assess her lifestyle. Interestingly, | was invited into the
participants’ homes for all subsequent interviews if | did the first interview in an
agency setting.

Another advantage of doing interviews in agency settings was that
interruptions from children were eliminated. This was a clear advantage that was not
guaranteed within the home setting. When meeting with participants in their homes, |

attempted to arrange interviews when children were in childcare, napping, or in bed
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for the night. However, these arrangements did not always work. While most parents
effectively found ways to create a peaceful interview situation through arranging
some sort of childcare, there were a few occasions when interviews were conducted
with children at home. There were a number of reasons for this. Sometimes parents
were insistent that their children would just play or watch television throughout the
interview; children do not always sleep when their parents want them to; and
childcare arrangements fall through. So, | experienced numerous interruptions from
children during some of the interviews. While | had anticipated this barrier and
attempted to problem-solve it by taking toys and videos to the interviews, | soon
discovered that my toys and videos were not useful. Children had their own toys and
many of them did not have video machines. On the few occasions | did present my
toys, | found it difficult and unfair to ask the children to now give the toys back
because | was leaving. So, despite my attempts and the participant’s attempts to
minimize interruptions, the children were usually interested in remaining with their
parent and the ‘new person.” Sometimes the children seemed disturbed by the
attention | was demanding of their parent; at other times they seemed interested in
playing with me because | was someone new in the household. In these cases, |
ended up turning off the recorder a lot while the parent attempted to distract the
children. Ultimately, these interview situations were not ideal, but unavoidable. All
that could be done was to conduct the interview as effectively as possible despite
the inevitable interruptions.

Interviewing participants over the course of a year proved to be a fruitful
endeavour. While the purpose of this semi-longitudinal interview format was to
document the transition from welfare to work over an extended period of time, | also

found that it was beneficial for enriching existing data. Because | had begun to
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develop relationships with the participants, they began to trust me with information
they did not share in the first interview. For example, when asking about health
status, | learmned in the second interview that a few of the participants were
recovering alcoholics. Although the participants did not offer this information in the
first interview, they chose to disclose this sensitive information during a subsequent
interview. Multiple interviews thus served to enhance the data and give more
detailed descriptions of daily struggles.

Following each interview, | recorded extensive field notes. Bemard (1995)
states that there are three kinds of field notes: descriptive field notes which discuss
the setting and content of the data collection; notes on methods and techniques
used for data collection; and notes that provide analysis and discuss issues or
events that arose during the data collection. Using Bemnard's guidelines, |
incorporated the following information in my field notes: a summary of the interview;
thoughts about the interview process; insights gleaned from the interview;
connections made between this interview and other interviews previously conducted;

and observations about the setting in which the interview took place.

Not in service

It is interesting to note that well over half of my participants lost and/or
changed their phone numbers during the course of the year. Early on, | had been
advised to ensure that | received contact numbers in addition to the participants’
phone numbers. This advice was very useful, as many of the participants and some
of their contacts lost their telephone numbers. Between the second and third

interviews, | ensured that | had at least two contact numbers for the participants.
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This worked well, and helped me to retain participants that | would have otherwise
tost, due to the inabiiity to contact them.

Data analysis

Qualitative data analysis might be best described as an art rather than a
science. It is an inductive, iterative, and continuous process of trying to “make
sense” of large volumes of data coilected throughout the course of interviews,
observations, field notes, reflections, and other textual data. Qualitative data analysis
can also be thought of less as a set of techniques and more as a particular analytical
approach that is brought to the data (Silverman, 2000). The process is complex and
reflective.

The methodological approach used in this study is institutional ethnography
(as explained at the beginning of this chapter). In develeoping this methodology,
Smith devised an approach to analysis to preserve the experiences of study
participants. According to Smith (1998), the text, if written in a way true to
institutional ethnography, serves as “the bridge between the everyday/everynight
local actualities of our living and the ruling relations™ (p. 7). In other words, the text
explicates the connection between larger social, economic and political constructs
and the individual's day-to-day experiences.

Smith outlines two basic principles for analyzing experiences that preserve
the voices of those studied. First, the researcher must maintain the integrity of
individual lives through grounding the inquiry into the everyday “puzzies” of their
experiences, not into abstract intellectual concepts. This point is crucial. The
researcher must approach the data with an awareness that the goal is to understand

what the data state rather than an attempt to fit the data into predetermined

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.




107

conceptual frameworks. Second, the researcher must look outwards toward social
processes to understand how individual lives are organized. Thus, while the analysis
begins with understanding the data, the end goal is to analyze what the data reveal
about the social processes that organize the complex matrices of individual lives.
Figure 2 shows the fundamental difference between traditional ethnography and
institutional ethnography. In traditional ethnography, the field worker views the
experiences of persons living on the margins from the perspective of those in power.
In contrast, the institutional ethnographer positions him/herself on the margins of
society and views the locus of power, or relations of ruling, from the perspective of
marginalized persons. The institutional ethnographer, then, reveals the connections
between the “relations of ruling” and individual lives through starting his/her inquiry
with individual experience, while looking outward to see how that individual

experience is organized from without.

Description of data analysis process

Having emphasized that there is no clear recipe book of techniques about
how to analyze qualitative data, it must be noted that several strategies are
commonly used in qualitative data analysis in order to manage, organize and find
meaning in the data. Miles and Huberman (1994) indicate that there are three main
steps to effective data analysis: data reduction, data display, and conclusions
drawing/verification. Data reduction involves reducing the data into manageable
chunks of information that can be systematically analyzed. Systematic analysis is
achieved throughout the process of the qualitative study and includes choosing the
conceptual framework, developing the interview schedule, writing summaries of

transcripts and field notes, and coding of data.
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The process of qualitative data analysis, while exciting, is laborious, as other
qualitative researchers have noted (Miles & Huberman, 1994; Wolcott, 2001). To
engage in the process of data analysis for my research | proceeded as follows. Data
analysis began with the first interview. Upon completing each interview, | took
extensive field notes to ensure that | would retain important thoughts and insights
from the interview. In these notes, | detailed how | felt the interview went,
observations about the interview or the setting in which the interview took place, and
a summary of the interview. Preliminary “open coding” (Strauss & Corbin, 1998}
began after the first set of interviews was complete. | colour coded the first set of
interviews both to familiarize myself with the data and begin to derive possible
themes and to create the interview guides that would be used for subsequent
interviews. As | conducted other interviews, | compared interviews, adapted
questions to check for possible themes, and noted interesting points. When
completing the second and third sets of interviews, | re-read the previous interviews,
to familiarize myself with the previous transcripts before completing the next
interview.

When the interviews from all three points of daia collection were transcribed,
I began the long process of rigorous and comprehensive coding and analysis. In
order to accompilish this task, | proceeded as foillows. First, | began to cluster the
data through organizing all of my data by individual. For each participant, | compiled
all field notes and the transcripts from the three interviews conducted with that
individual. | put this information together in one file folder for each participant. When |

was finished this process, | had a total of 17 files for the 17 participants whom | was
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Figure 2. Traditional Ethnography: Field worker views the margins from the standpoint
of those within the locus of power

Margins of socicty —
Ficld Worker

Institutional Ethnography: Field worker goes to the margins and views the locus of power
from the standpoint of marginalized persons
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able to follow throughout the entire year, and another file which included data from
the other 9 participants with whom | was unable to maintain contact. The data in the
17 files of complete sets of interviews comprised approximately 1250 pages, and it
was these data that | focused on in my analysis.

Based on the codes | had originally developed when | conducted the first
round of preliminary coding on the first set of interviews, | began to code each
complete data cluster for each participant. As | read through the first several files, |
modified, added, and/or deleted codes, and added detail to existing codes to indicate
which sorts of information would be coded under each category (see Appendix E for
a summary of the stages of coding used in this analysis). | then discussed my codes
with supervisors and several colleagues, to ensure that they made sense. My final
coding at this stage of the process included 12 overarching codes.

To code the data, | went through each participant’s file systematically,
reading the field notes for all the interviews first, and then the transcripts in
chronological order. As | went through these transcripts, | coded each part,
according to the coding template | had created. Some chunks of data in the
transcripts were coded more than once if | thought the data were relevant to more
than one area. | also made notes in the margins of the hard copy of the transcript,
and created a data analysis template for each participant to summarize key points in
the data. Upon completing the process of coding for each file, | created a summary
of that participant’s experience, including her/his human capital, her/his experiences
with the welfare-to-work transition, her/his perspectives on welfare, key policy
initiatives that impacted her/him, survival strategies s/he used to deal with poverty,

the health status of her/himself and his/her children, and her/his reflections on
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family-functioning and childcare arrangements as s/he went through the welfare-to-
work process.

After completing the coding, summary, and data analysis template for each
file, I inputted the coded transcripts into the software program N'Vivo, to do
subsequent data organization. When all of the coded interviews were entered into
N'Vivo, | created electronic files which compiled all information for one particular
code from all interviews. For instance, | had all the information coded as ‘heaith”
from each interview compiled into one file. 1 then printed off the data by code. | now
had 12 files of data, sorted by code. Upon completing this process of coding,
summarizing, and inputting data into N'Vivo, | proceeded to review the data again,
as organized by code. As | reviewed the data again, | began my thematic
development using the constant comparison method (Strauss & Corbin, 1998) to
begin in-depth analysis of data. This method involves comparing two or more items
(i.e., patterns of thought or behaviour) or key events and looking for similarities and
differences (Miles & Huberman, 1994). Through comparing chunks of coded data to
look for commonalities, a process called “axial coding” (Strauss & Corbin, 1998), |
discovered interrelationships between some of the codes and chose to merge these
codes to create more comprehensive themes. For example, | merged the codes
“family-functioning and childcare” to create the theme “work/family balance.” | then
created a comprehensive data chart, including references to data from each of the
participants to look for connections and additional themes. From this point forward, |
began to write the descriptive findings from my data.

After completing a comprehensive descriptive analysis of the data, |
conducted a critical analysis to make explicit connections between the experiences

of participants and social policies. When the institutional ethnographer gets to this

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.




112

stage of critical analysis, it is important for him or her to remember that social
relations are key to the research interest (Campbell & Gregor, 2002). At this point,
rather than chunk data into themes, the researcher needs to see the data in its
totality to understand how individual experiences are structured by larger social,
political and economic processes. This analysis begins with participants’
experiences and works backwards. Campbell and Gregor (2002) explain:

Getting to an account that explicates the social relations of the setting is what

an institutional ethnographic account is about. This kind of analysis uses

what informants know and what they are observed doing for the analytic
purpose of identifying, tracing and describing the social relations that extend
beyond the boundaries of any one informant’s experiences...Translocal and
discursively- organized relations permmeate informants’ understanding, talk
and activities (p. 90, author's emphasis).

The challenge for the researcher is to read the data, puzzle through its
meaning and show how participants’ stories reveal the ways in which individuals’
activities are organized. When a participant tells a story that alludes to a policy
impact, the researcher reviews the policy and determines whether or not there is a
connection between the policy statement and the individual story. For example,
when a participant explains how her social assistance cheque is reduced when her
child tax credit is increased, the task of the institutional ethnographer is to research
the policies that may structure this individual experience. If a connection is
explicated, the researcher shows how this policy structures the individual
experience, thus revealing the practical, everyday implications of this policy for an
individual living on social assistance. Thus, while “there is no technical fix” for doing

institutional ethnography, careful reading, reflection and analysis allow for implicit
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connections between individual experiences and policies to be made explicit
(Campell & Gregor, p. 93).

To engage the critical piece of this study, | drew upon a preliminary analysis
of the welfare-to-work policies in the Province of Alberta, done by another research
assistant within the Welfare-to-Work Research Team, Kay Cook, in order to reveal
the connection between the experiences of the participants and the values,
reasoning, and assumptions underlying recent welfare reforms in Alberta specifically
and Canada generally. The policy analysis that | drew upon involved several
components. An overview of the political party, leadership, govemmental department
structure, and major act, laws and programs were summarized. Relevant secondary
literature and primary policy documents were reviewed, highlighting the following
content: the policy problem identified within the document; characteristics of the
particuiar act, poiicy or program; and a description of the justification given by the
government for how terms were defined, how policy problems were identified, and
how policy decisions were implemented and outcomes measured. In addition to
using the existing policy analysis, | also reviewed and analyzed policy documents
relevant to participants in my study, including the Supports for Independence Policy
Manual, the AHRE website, provincial government annual reports, and brochures
and booklets given to welfare recipients, in order to determine how policy changes
have impacted welfare recipients with pre-school children.

Explicating the connections between the policy and participant experiences
involved an iterative process of re-reading the transcripts holistically to ask myself:
“‘what are these participant experiences telling me about the processes which shape
their lives?” For instance, in reviewing the many stories, | began to see how the

experiences of participants in accessing childcare were much more complex than
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was shown by simply reviewing the text of childcare policies. | thus began to see a
connection between the individual experiences of participants, and the text which
shaped those experiences. Hence, while the bulk of the data analysis process
involved the break-down of data into smaller “palatable” chunks, this component of
the data analysis process entailed reflection upon the various components of the

data together in order to understand their meaning comprehensively.

Researcher’s Voice

Feminist methodologists have challenged the assumption of positivists that
research can be free of bias (Fontana & Frey, 1994, Reinharz, 1992). Consequently,
feminists such as Reinharz (1992) have proposed that a more realistic, and
ultimately more honest research orientation, is to name bias, or research voice, up-
front, at the inception of a study. As a feminist researcher, | thus acknowledge that
my voice is woven into the development of this study and into my work as a
researcher and advocate. Here, | endeavour to identify factors which have
influenced my ‘researcher voice”, as well as identify what that voice is.

Having been raised in a rural, farm environment with a large extended family,
I was taught two fundamental beliefs that relate to this study: that families should
“take care of their own,” and that hard work ieads to success. However, through my
work for the past 19 years with various groups of marginalized persons — homeless
men, young offenders, aboriginal people, battered women, and most recently, the
participants of this study — | have leamed that many people in society do not have
informal support networks to draw upon, and that not everyone has the same

opportunity or ability to succeed in work. | have thus developed a strong belief that
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formal systems of support are needed, and indeed, are the only ethical response to
meeting the needs of citizens within a civil society.

My post-secondary education has also greatly influenced my research voice.
Because | have an educational background which spans a number of disciplines, |
have been able to sift through various ways of understanding epistemology and
ontology, and developed a comprehensive theoretical perspective which | would
describe as that of a critical-realist, feminist, constructivist, and standpoint theorist.
This orientation, while grounded in academic theory, has necessarily been informed
by, and enriched, by my work experience.

The strength of my voice as a practitioner and a researcher, | think, has been
my ability to position myself from the standpoint of the person telling me his or her
story. | have consciously been reflective in attempting to understand stories that are
beyond the scope of my life experience. Through careful reflection about my reaction
to others’ stories, and through hearing multiple stories, | have been able to ask, not
what / would do in their place, but where | might be in my life if | had the same
background, experiences, oppression, and hardship. | have come to realize that |
cannot possibly put myself in someone else’s shoes. Rather, by listening to many
stories with similar themes, | have begun to develop a perspective that people’s life
experiences are shaped by the contexts in which they live. Individual choices are
made at times within contexts of “non-choice.” As a researcher, practitioner, and
advocate, my approach has been to view people’s experiences and choices through
a lens that contexualizes their lives within a larger framework of environments.

| have approached this research with the conviction that | do not have the
answers to other people’s life stories. Thus, while | have particular ideals, | have had

enough exposure to others’ experiences, at times radically different than my own,
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that | feel | can approach them, not with objectivity, but with a commitment to hear
their stories as told by them within their contexts. | have approached data collection
and analysis for this study from this perspective, and thus feel that the findings will

be representative of participants’ experiences, not my own.

Ethical implications

Ethics approval was given for this research through the Faculty of Agricuiture,
Forestry and Home Economics Faculty Research Ethics Board in March, 2001 (see
Appendix F). To address the potential ethical implications of this study at its
inception, | used Marshall and Rossman’s (1995) questions as guidelines. They ask:
“Will the proposed strategy violate the participants’ privacy or unduly disrupt their
everyday worlds? Are they putting themselves in danger or at risk by participating in
this study? Will the study violate their human rights in some way7?" (Marshait &
Rossman, p. 42). Below, | address these concems in relation to this study as
required by the Ethics Board. However, upon doing the study, | felt that ethical
issues went deeper then simply addressing issues of benefits, risk, consent and
confidentiality. Thus, after | address standard ethical issues, | will reflect on some

ethical challenges that | experienced in conducting this data collection.

Benefits of research to participants/community

Although the benefits to participants of taking part in this study were few,
there were three areas that participants reported as helpful. First, participants were
given a $20.00 grocery gift certificate for each interview in which they participated.
Many participants indicated that this gift certificate allowed them to purchase a few

extra food items in the month they received it. Second, on various occasions, | gave
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participants rides to facilitate their transportation needs on the interview day that they
indicated were helpful to them. Third, numerous participants in this study reported
positive expenences with having the opportunity to share their stories and concems.
The benefits to the social-service community may be greater. The results of
this study will contribute to building knowledge about the impact of welfare-to-work
policies on the people who experience them. The information could potentiaity inform
both the work of agencies that provide services and supports to people in poverty
and the decisions made by policy makers whose responsibilities refate to poverty,
welfare-to-work, and the health and well-being of families and children (e.g., income
assistance, labour, employment, health, education, childcare, social services). This
research thus has the potential to influence policy development in ways that will be

beneficial to people in poverty.

Risks of research to participants/community

There were two potential risks to participants in this study. First, there was
the possibility that, through telling their stories, participants would discuss issues that
were émotionally painful to them, and would be left to deal with the emotional turmoil
on their own. In doing the interviews, however, | did not sense that this was a
probiem for the participants. Whiie they toid stories that were difficult for me to hear, |
began to learn over time that these stories were part of their daily lives, and that
telling me about them was not particularly harmful to them, and seemed, rather, to
be cathartic.

The second potential risk was that there was the possibility that participation
in this study would raise the participants’ expectations for change, and that these

expectations would not be met. To minimize this risk, | explained thoroughly to each
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participant that, while | hoped change would come as a result of this study, the
change would be very slow, and that they would not likely benefit from it. | explained
that this study had the potential to impact families in poverty in the future, but would
probably not benefit them directly, at least in the short-term.

if issues had been identified through the course of the research that required
professional intervention, appropriate referrals would have been made. The
information sheet and consent form (Appendices B & G) included information about
the interviewer's obligation to report evidence of child abuse or neglect and
suspicions of abuse by service providers. If such information had been revealed, |
would have discussed the issue with the participant prior to reporting, and | would
have asked appropriate agency professionals to contact the participant. As it was, no

child protection or agency abuse concerns were raised.

Confidentiality

The transcripts developed from the data collection are only identifiable
through the use of code numbers and pseudonyms. Any identifying information was
deleted from the transcripts. Transcribers did not have access to the consent forms
or code lists. Transcripts and notes are stored separately from the consent forms,
which will be kept in a locked cabinet at the university for seven years. Any
published or printed findings will not contain information that could reveal the identity
of the participants. If data are used for another study, approval will be sought from
the ethics committee before this occurs. Only members of the Welfare-to-Work

Research Team have access to confidential information.
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Consent

Consent was obtained from agency directors before any direct contacts were
made with agency staff or clients. As | had numerous connections with managers
and staff of agencies within the community, | was aware that agencies often prefer to
have the study approved by a university ethics committee before recruitment takes
place. Ethics approval was thus obtained before agencies were approached.

When | met with participants for the initial interview, | gave them an
information sheet about the projeét that | reviewed orally. | then answered
participants’ questions, if they had any. As well, consent was explained thoroughly,
and written consent was obtained for all three interviews at the beginning of the first
interview. In subsequent interviews, the purpose of the project was again explained
orally, and verbal consent was obtained before the interview proceeded. /t was
explained to each participant at the beginning of each interview that his/her
participation was voluntary, and that s/he could withdraw from the study at any time

if desired.

Reflections on ethics

When | began the interviewing process, | felt confident that | would sail
through the interviews without difficulty. After all, | had been working with various
groups of marginalized people for 15 years, and knew many of the daily challenges
faced by disadvantaged persons. | anticipated the kind of stories | might hear, and
felt I could manage the often difficult content of the interviews. To my surprise, |
experienced a wide range of emotions upon conducting the interviews that | did not
anticipate. While | was excited about my research, | was also overwhelmed at times

by the stories that | heard, and filled with unease about doing nothing to assist
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participants with the injustice they experienced daily (Breitkreuz, 2002). When | felt
delighted about recruiting a new participant or conducting a “data nch”interview, |
felt | had to curtail my enthusiasm because, while | was collecting interesting data, |
was also cognizant of the fact that the data were rich with stories of pain and
hardship. | began to ask: "does my research really matter?” “What am | doing to
improve the quality of this family’s life?” Eisewhere, | have surmised that my data
collection experience resembled a rollercoaster ride (Breitkreuz, 2002).

My rollercoaster ride resuited primarily from a strong sense of ethical tension,
which heightened upon conducting the second set of interviews. While | had
embraced the feminist approach to interviewing — to develop meaningful, reciprocal,
egalitarian relationships with the participants (Oakley, 1981) — | began to question
the ethics of this. Was it right to develop relationships with participants only to end
the relationships when my research was compieted? How could these relationships
be considered egalitarian when they were on my terms? After all, | initiated the
interviews and | would terminate them according to my timelines. Was this approach
really more ethical, or was it simply utilitarian — effective for eliciting rich data?
Throughout the second round of interviews | recognized that | was developing
attachments to some of the participants. | started wondering: “how was this going to
end?” As reflected in my field notes:

One thing | didn't anticipate is that | might become attached to the pecple I'm

interviewing, and that they might become attached to me. How are you

supposed to develop trust and rapport without developing a human

connection with the people you're interviewing? (January, 2002).
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| began to question the ethics of purposefully developing an attachment and then
consciously ending the relationship. The process seemed more manipulative than
ethical.

To absolve my ethical tension, | found myself imagining that | would “adopt”
participants. 1 envisioned how | would continue relationships with the participants so
that | could do something meaningful to impact their lives. For exampie, 1
contemplated giving my car to one of the participants whom | was particularly fond
of. She needed a car, and | had one that | would be selling as soon as | could afford
a better car. | imagined how happy she would be to receive a car as a gift. My car
was worthless anyway; while it would be an insignificant financial loss for me to give
it away, it would mean so much for her to receive it. | discussed this possibility with
my spouse. He asked some practical questions like whether or not she could afford
fo pay the insurance and registration on the car; and how | felt about giving my car to
a marginalized person when it had numerous — albeit relatively minor—mechanical
problems. Would she be able to afford the inevitable repairs? In the end, | decided
against giving this particular participant my car. But | continued to contemplate it for
some time.

In conducting the final set of interviews, | recognized that | had more invested
in these interviews than the participants did. While | listened to, reflected upon, and
analyzed sixty interviews of detailed accounts of hardship and oppression, they were
simply telling their stories to someone who was willing to listen to them. When it
came to the final set of interviews, they seemed to recognize that this was the final
contact, and that we would then go our separate ways. | began to realize that they
had survived before they met me, and that their lives would continue without my

interventions. It is likely that they impacted my life much more than | impacted theirs.
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However, | remain convinced that it is critical for a qualitative researcher to reflect
deeply and uncomfortably about the process in which s/he is asking participants to
engage. If a researcher recognizes the depth of the ethical implications of doing his
or her research, s/he has a greater likelihood of conducting this research

responsibly, sensitively and ethically.

Strengths and Limitations of Methodology and Methods

Earlier, in the methodology section of this chapter, ! described why
institutional ethnography is particularly suitable for studying the experiences of
welfare-to-work participants with pre-school! children. I highlighted the importance of
using a gender lens in policy analysis, the strength of institutional ethnography in
making connections between personal experiences and larger social processes, the
importance of identifying the standpoint of disadvantaged persons in doing social
research, and the opportunity for social change built into this methodology.

There are also a number of strengths to the methods employed in this study.
The greatest strength of interview research is its ability to maintain high intemal
validity. The term intemnal validity, also called credibility in qualitative research
(Lincoln & Guba, 1985), refers to the extent to which the methods employed in data
collection are effective in answering the questions that were meant to be asked in
doing the research. Because my study, like other qualitative studies, was focused on
collecting data regarding the participants’ experiences and perceptions, | was able to
maintain a high level of internal validity.

Doing the interviews myself also contributed to the likelihood that interviews
were conducted in a consistent manner. In qualitative research, the interviewer is the

primary measurement instrument, and so the ability to remain consistent is
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strengthened when one person conducts all of the data collection and data analysis.
Doing this research myseif, then, contributed to the reliability, or trustworthiness, of
the data.

In addition, because data were collected over the period of one year, the
strength of the interviewing process was enhanced. Questions could be asked again
in subsequent interviews, and compared to previous data given by the same
participant. This was advantageous in three ways. First, it gave me an opportunity to
develop deeper relationships with the participants, and thus collect sensitive
information that may have previously been concealed. Second, it gave me an
opportunity to obtain more complete answers to questions that may have previously
elicited thin data. Third, it allowed for the opportunity to see how a participant’s
perception of his or her experiences might shift, or remain consistent, over time.

There are also limitations inherent in using interviews as the primary research
tool. Because the interviewer is the primary research instrument, the quality of the
interviewer's skills impacts the quality of the data (Marshall & Rossman, 1995).
Because this was my first experience conducting research interviews, there were
inevitable weaknesses in the data. For example, there were places | noted while
reading the transcripts where | could have probed further or asked questions in more
effective ways. Because I've had experience conducting many other interviews
however (client interviews and employee interviews), | believe this limitation was
minimized. The interviews, although not perfect, contained a lot of interesting and
useful data.

Researcher effect also plays a part in interview research (Kvale, 1996). The
extent to which participants mould their answers to state what they think the

interviewer may want to hear is increased. However, because | had the opportunity

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



124

to build relationships with the participants over time, and meet with themon a
number of occasions, | feel this risk was also reduced as much as possible.

The concept of generalizability, the extent to which findings from this study
can be applied to the larger population, is complicated within qualitative research.
On the one hand, because sample sizes are small and seldom random, arguments
are made that the findings are ungeneralizable. On the other hand, the extent to
which the findings may be able to enhance understanding of a particular
phenomenon or issue is great. Therefore, some would argue that the findings of
qualitative research are highly generalizable to persons with similar experiences.
This understanding of generalizability is called naturalistic generalizability (Kvale,
1996). In institutional ethnography, the data are grounded in experiences of
participants, but the goal is to explicate the social processes which inform those
experiences. Therefore, the generalizabiiity of the expeniences is not particutarly
relevant, yet the ability to demonstrate how larger social processes, or extralocal
events, help to organize the everyday lives of participants, has applicability beyond
the study (Smith, 1987). Given that this study was done in Alberta, however, and
given that context is very important to consider within 2 human ecological
framework, it must be noted that the ways in which extralocal events play out in the
lives of welfare recipients may look different in other parts of Canada. Consequently,
generalization of the findings to other provinces should be done with caution.

In chapters one, two and three, | have set the context for this study by
outlining the theoretical framework used for this study, reviewing previous literature,
and explaining the methodology and methods employed for this study. In the
following chapters, | will document the findings of this research, and delineate their

theoretical and policy implications.
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Chapter Four

Chronicles of Living on a Low-ncome:
The Stories Behind the Numbers

...only if, one day, the social worker could come into my life and see how it really
is...see what | go through and have to deal with.
Trudy, study participant

The rhetoric of the Govemment of Alberta claims that Albertans are uniquely
privileged Canadians because they are exposed to the Alberta Advantage.
According to this discourse, there are several features which create the Alberta
Advantage. One element is the exceptionally strong economy enjoyed by Albertans.
According to all private sector forecasts, for instance, Alberta ranked 1% or 2™ in
GDP growth among all the provinces, and exported almost $55 billion of goods and
services {0 worid markets in 2002 (Government of Alberta, 2004b). Other evidence
demonstrating the Alberta Advantage is that Alberta was able to balance its budget,
not with an increase in taxes, but through government restructuring and reductions in
spending. One example of spending cuts is that Alberta downsized its welfare
caseload by 73% in less than a decade, from a high of 98,642 cases in December
1992 to 26, 823 in April, 2001 (Gorlick & Brethour, 2002). In other words, the
percentage of the population on social assistance in Alberta was reduced from 7.1%
to 2.2% (Schafer, Emes & Clemens, 2001). The most recent confirmation of the
Alberta Advantage was announced by the Premier of Alberta, The Honourable Ralph
Klein, when he declared the province debt-free on July 12, 2004 (Cryderman,
2004b). This was heralded by Mr. Klein as a major achievement of the Klein

Conservatives, a legacy of their govermment (Government of Alberta, 2004a).
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Critics of the Klein government, however, have suggested that the Alberta
Advantage has come at a great cost to many Albertans. especially those most
marginalized (Dacks, Green &Trimble, 1995; Harrison, 2003; Murphy, 1997). The
cuts to welfare caseloads become illustrative here. Although caseload reduction has
been presented as a positive indication of responsible fiscal policy, it also begs the
question: what were its implications for the day-to-day experiences of individuals and
families in poverty? Although the statistics about reduced welfare caseloads give
some important information, providing a broad sketch of the impacts of welfare
reform in Alberta, they leave out essential information needed to understand what
has happened to the people most impacted by the policy. The numbers tell us part of
the story, but the individual and collective stories behind the numbers go untold.

The purpose of this study was to explore the stories behind the statistical
information given by governments (i.e., Government of Alberta Annual Report,
2001/2002). In the next three chapters, | consider the claims of the Alberta
Government in relation to the experiences of welfare recipients as they attempt to
get a piece of the Alberta Advantage pie. | untangle the web of policy and participant
experiences to explicate the relationship between welfare-to-work policies and
programs and the experiences of welfare recipients who took part in this study.
Specifically, | juxtapose claims from the Alberta government and policy goals from
the Supports for Independence (SFI) Program with the experiences of welfare
recipients as they attempt to become economically productive, market citizens.

Throughout the next three chapters, 1 tell the following story, albeit with
several contradictory sub-plots. Set with the backdrop of the struggles of reliance on
social assistance income (chapter four), welfare-to-work offered study participants a

chance to leave a life of poverty — what | refer to as the promise (chapter five). This
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promise was reinforced by the experiences of welfare recipients in employability
programs. Generally, these programs were worthwhile to participants, more so for
the social interaction, the structure, the sense of purpose, and the student finance
income (for those who qualified) they offered than for actually finding work. In short,
the participants in this study liked going to school. However, as they began to search
for jobs, the reality of their future began to set in (chapter six). Here there was more
variability in experience than when they were in employability programs. Not
surprisingly, participants who did find employment were more likely to perceive
employability programs as worthwhile than those who did not, but this was also
nuanced by other factors such as the quality of jobs they obtained and the impacts of
employment on their day-to-day family needs. Those who found empioyment which
fit with their goals and skills, although satisfied with the employment outcome, also
had bittersweet feelings brought about by the fatigue, time limitations and stress they
experienced from trying to maintain employment and care for young children.

Those for whom nothing significantly changed throughout the welfare-to-work
transition were most likely to be discouraged about employability programs, although
they still indicated that they were better off than before they began the programs. For
this group, the employability programs offered a glimpse of how things might be and
clarity about what they needed to do next. Whether or not ‘the glimpse” of the future
was realistic or not is something | ponder. Overall, for participants who obtained
employment and for those who did not, the future was still precarious. This story, in
short, is about hope and despair, promise and disappointment, moving forward and
moving backward.

A few qualitative studies have documented the difficuities of low-income

people as they dually manage on a low-income and navigate welfare reform (see
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Cooper Institute, 1999; Edin and Lein, 1996; McMuilin et al., 2002; Miranne, 1998).
The findings here will contribute to this area of research, further describing the
experiences of welfare reform in the day-to-day lives of participants in this study. In
this chapter, | start with a primarily descriptive piece, detailing the experiences of
participants as they share their accounts of living on social assistance before they
began welfare-to-work activities, particularly their experiences with income and food
insecurity, stigma and social isolation. 1 highlight their strategies for managing on a
limited income, including the procurement of food for their family, the payment of
bills, and the provision of recreation for themselves and their children.

Although the findings in this chapter are predominantly descriptive rather than
analytical, it is important that these experiences are documented as they serve as an
entry point into understanding the larger social processes as explicated in later
sections. In order to examine critically how policy plays out in participants’ day-to-
day experiences, we first need to have a thorough understanding of their lives.
Furthermore, an in-depth understanding of the experiences of participants
challenges the popular assumption that living on social assistance is a choice made
by individuals who opt for the path of least resistance. As with most things, the

simplistic explanation is insufficient.

Participant Characteristics
To begin describing the lives of participants in this study, | have developed a
composite biography from my data to highlight common characteristics and issues
faced by the participants in my sample. Although the following biography is

anecdotal, it depicts the experiences of the vast majority of the participants. ltis, in a
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sense, a ‘norm” of the experiences as described by participants. To see specific
biographies of all the participants in this study, refer to Appendix H.

Carmen is 27- years-old with two children, ages 2 and 4. She lives in
subsidized public housing and has received social assistance benefits for 18
months. She has a grade 11 education and worked part-time for 6 months as
a CooK in a restaurant before she resigned to have her second child. Carmen
has never been married. She lived common-law with the father of her
children, but left him when their second child was about six-months old,
because he was physically abusive to her. She does not receive any child
maintenance from her former partner and although the govermment is
attempting to garnishee his wages. Carmen doesn't want them to approach
him because she fears that he'll blame her. She’'d rather not “ripple the
waters”. That way, hell offer her money on occasion, and baby sit their
children periodically. Carmen’s children are generally healthy, although the
oldest one was recently diagnosed with asthma, and has a few behavioural
problems. Her son has been referred to a psychiatrist for an assessment.
Carmen herself has been on medication for depression, and states that she
feels anxious quite often. Carmen does not have many material possessions
— nothing more than a few secondhand pieces of furniture, dishes and
household items collected from Emergency Relief Services. She has an
assortment of used clothing given to her by various agencies. She doesn't
own a car, nor does she have any savings or promising job prospects. She is
chronically short of money, and has to use the food bank every few months,
although she doesn't like to do so because it's embarrassing. She has had
her phone cut-off twice in the last year for failure to pay her bill. She receives
money and food items from her mother once in awhile, but her mother lives
alone and doesn't have much excess income to contribute. She'd like to
work, but she can't find a job that pays enough to cover her expenses, or one
that fits within regular working hours when daycare is available for her
children. She indicates that she feels depressed and hopeless about her
situation, and worries about the future of her children. Recently, she has
been told that she must attend an employability program to continue
receiving social assistance benefits.

As reflected in this aggregate account, the participants in this study, despite
their individual differences and unique experiences, had common experiences and
challenges as they attempted to survive on social assistance. Like Carmen, all of the
participants at the inception of this study were single parents, had pre-school
children, had been on social assistance, and experienced ongoing income and food

insecurity. Most had worked in the past, but had difficulty sustaining employment due
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to a combination of factors including poor health, struggles with violent ex-partners,
an inability finding jobs that provided a living wage, and childcare needs. Many
participants indicated that living in poverty entailed substantial stigma and social
isolation.

Table 1 details key demographic information of the 17 participant families in
this study. When | first began to interview the participants in May, 2001, they had all
been receiving their income from Supports for Independence (SF1) for a minimum of
six months, althcugh some had recently commenced student finance funding when |
first met with them. All participants were beginning some sort of employment-related
activity at the commencement of the study, and all were living below the LICOs. The
average age of the participants was 29.6 years, with an age range between 18 and
41. Participants had an average of two children, with a range between one and six.
Six participants were Aboriginal, one was Métis, and 10 were Caucasian. The
average grade of school achieved was 11, with a range from grade 7 to one year of
post-secondary schooling. Nine of the participants lived in subsidized housing, five
lived in non-subsidized rental suites, two lived in supportive housing, and one lived in
her deceased parent’s house.

While | originally attempted to select participants from a variety of family
structures in order to obtain a broad range of experiences, my recruitment strategies
resulted in locating a sample consisting primarily of lone-mothers. Family-structure
changed slightly from the beginning of data collection to its conclusion, however. At
the beginning of the study, 16 of the 17 participants | retained throughout the study
were lone-mothers, and one was a lone-father. However, through the course of my
study, one participant reunited with her previously estranged husband and one

participant’'s boyfriend moved in with her. Thus, at the end of my data collection, |
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Table 1. Demographic and Health Information of Participants

Name/w2 | Noof [ Age | Ethnic Waelfare-to- Source of Grade of | Self-Report Health Of Health of Housing
w number | Child origin Work income school Parent Children
-ren Program (1* Interview) | achleved (Reported by
parent)

Penny-02 |1 41 Caucasian | One-year Supports for 10 Alcoholism (dry eight ADHD, Pre- Rented
employability Independence years), Back problems, schizophrenic, Basement suite
pragram (SF1) Medical depression, food security, | turrets

asthma, smoker

Barbara- 1 19 Caucasian | Part-time pre- | SFI 9 Stress and mild depression | Good Subsidized

04 employability Housing
program

Trudy-05 4 25 Aboriginal | Part-time pre- | SFI 11 Tired, stressed, anxious, Youngest child Subsidized
employability thin, smoker has RSV Housing
program

Bonnie-06 | 2 26 Caucasian | Part-time pre- | SFI 12 Celiac, difficult pregnancies | Celiac Subsidized
employability Depression, no appetite Housing
program

Karen-07 1 18 Caucasian | (independent) | SFi & working | 9 Difficult pregnancy, mild Good Rented
Working depression, exhaustion, Townhouse

chronic stomach pain (with parent)

Natalia-10 | 4 30 | Aboriginal | Six-month SFI 12 & Addictions, hit by a car (leg | Youngest Subsidized
employability post- and back problems), (asthma), two Housling
program secondar | depression oldest ADHD &

y | ODD, turrets

Carrie-13 | 3 33 Métis Six-month SFI 12 Depression, gambling Kids depression, | Rented
employability addiction Hanna - open- townhouse
program heart surgery

Danielle- 1 37 Caucasian | {independent) | Inheritance 12 Diagnosed personality Good Living In

14 Looking for disorder (instability of deceased
work relationships and work), parents’ house

domestic violence

Sarah-15 1 40 Caucasian | Six-month SFI 10 Overweight, bad back, Extreme Low- Subsidized
employabillity asthma, stress, hitby a car | iron Housing
program (structural damage)

Samantha- | 1 31 Caucasian | (independent) | (Student 1" Alcoholism , bulimia, Good Supportive

17 Legal- Finance depression (medicated), Housing
assistant Board) SFB food security

L training

LEL
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Table 1. Demographic and Health Iinformation of Participants, cont.

Shelley- 1 19 Caucasian | Six-month SFI 12 Depression, stress, anxiety | Good Supportive
1 employability Housing
program
Metanie~ | 6 34 Caucasian | One-year SFB 7(+ Back problems, low solf- Allergies Rented
16 employability some esteem, skin condition apartment
program upgrade-
ing)
Loreen -- 2 28 Aboriginal | Six-month SFI 12 + Clinical depression Spesech Subsidized
19 employability post- (medicated), overweight impediments, Housing
program second- depression
ary
Dana-20 | 2 26 Aboriginal | One-year SFB ! Good Oldest has ODD | Subsidized
employability and autism, Housing
program Both have
speech
impediments,
Tamara- | 2 30 Caucasian | One-year SFB 12 Panic attacks (medicated Oldest child has | Subsidized
21 employability for this) high-need Housing
program respiratory
i problems
Mel -22 1 33 Aboriginal | One-year SFB 12 + Learning disability, Good Rented
employability post- depression (medicated), basement suite
program ! secondar | alcoholism
iy
Carla-106 | 3 34 Aboriginal | Independent Child Tax 12 + Good Good Subsidized
(looking for Benefit post- Housing
work) second-
[ ary
Average 2 296 | 6 3 Pre- 9 SFI Average: | Self-Reported Health Reported 9 Subsidized
Aboriginal | employabllity | 1 SFl & Work | grade 11 | problems: 18 health 8 Rental
1 Métis program 8 Student Range 7- | No heaith problems: 2 problems: 10 2 Supportive
10 5 Six-month Finance 12+ No reported 1 Other
Caucasian | program 2 Other health
5 One-year problems: 7
employability
program
4
R Independent

rAN
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had a sample of 14 lone-mother families, one lone-father family, and two dual-parent
families. With a final sample of 82% lone mothers, the family structure of my sample
is thus consistent with the population of families on SF1 in which 80% of welfare

recipients with children in the province of Alberta are single mothers (CCSD, 1998).

Health problems

A significant body of research has established that people in poverty have
more health problems than the general population (Humphries & van Doorslaer,
2000; Wilkins, Adams & Brancker, 1989; Mustard, Derksen, Berthelot, Wolfson &
Roos, 1997; Wikins, Adams & Brancker, 1989). Furthermore, previous research has
also found that among those in poverty, welfare recipients have poorer health status
than working-poor adults (Williamson & Fast, 1998). Using data from the National
Population Health survey (NPHS), one recent Canadian study found that welfare
recipients without any restricted activity reported higher rates of poor/fair health,
depression, distress, poor social support and poor functional health than low-income
adults not on social assistance (Vozoris & Tarasuk, 2004). The health status of
welfare recipients is documented and considered here because of its potential
implications for labour-market attachment. If poor health precludes welfare recipients
from secure labour force attachment, as one U.S. study found (Polit et al, 2001), it
follows that mandatory welfare-to-work policies will impact welfare recipients’ access
to financial resources because welfare recipients may be unsuccessful and
sustaining employment, yet be at risk for losing income support benefits. It is likely
that a lack of financial security and financial resources, in tum, will have negative

affects on their health and well-being.
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Table 2 details the health problems identified in the course of this study.
Consistent with other research examining the heaith status of weifare recipients
(Browne et al., 1997, Lennon, Biome & English, 2002; Vozoris & Tarasuk, 2004), the
findings of this study show that many participants experienced depressive
symptoms. Most participants reported feeling depressed at one time or another (13
of 17), and many had been medicated for this problem. Stress and anxiety were aiso
common health problems (11 of 17) as participants described being worried about
their ongoing income and food insecurity. Other mental health related problems
reported include panic attacks, personality disorders, eating disorders, leaming
disabilities, and addictions. Physical health problems included asthma, chronic back
pain resulting from injuries, speech problems, difficult pregnancies, chronic stomach
pain, uterine infections, weight problems, exhaustion, and multiple lung infections.
Two of the participants had been pedestrians hit by cars, creating ongoing structural

pain for them.

Table 2. Health Problems Experienced by Participants

Physical Health Mental Health

Asthma, chronic back pain, Depression, panic attacks,
insomnia, weight problems anxiety attacks, stress,
(obesity and under-weight), | alcoholism, drug addiction,

celiac disease, anemia, gambling addiction, bulimia,
chronic fatigue, difficult personality disorders, learning
pregnancies, uterine disabilities

infections, domestic
violence, chronic lung
infections, chronic stomach
pain

Domestic violence was another issue reported by participants that warrants
mention, given its important implications for health. Thirteen of the 17 participants in

this study reported a history of domestic violence in past or present relationships.
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Although some of this can be attributed to the programs from which | recruited
participants (five participants were recruited from an emplovability program for
abused women), there were still another eight participants who identified this issue
as a problem they had dealt with in the past, or continued to deal with in the present.
Other studies suggest similar results. In their comprehensive review of welfare and
domestic violence research, Tolman and Raphael (2000) indicate that findings from
numerous studies indicate a strong relationship between welfare receipt and
domestic violence where 34% to 65% of women on welfare have experienced
domestic violence.

Although none of the participants were currently living with abusive ex-
partners, stories recounted from participants suggested significant domestic violence
in the past. For instance, when Natalia was hit by a car as a pedestrian the police
believed that her extremely abusive ex-partner had done it although this was never
proven. Some participants were still dealing with safety issues related to their ex-
partner's abuse. Barbara indicated, for instance, that her partner had smashed the
picture window of her townhouse. Penny had call display and was very careful about
answering the phone due to fear related to past abuse. Shelley felt she had no
choice but to leave the province because her ex-spouse continued to harass her.
Some participants indicated that they were still addressing the emotional
repercussions of their abuse. For example, Loreen, who had experienced extreme
physical abuse, was still dealing with the consequences of the abuse, which created
significant depression and anxiety for her.

Although domestic violence in itself may not be an individual health problem
per se, it is included here because there is strong evidence linking domestic violence

to physical and mental health problems (Tolman & Raphael, 2000). Women who
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have been abused report higher rates of emotional problems, hospitalizations, and
substance-use problems. Tolman and Rosen (2001), for instance, found that the
women who had experienced domestic violence were almost two times more likely
than their non-abused counterparts to have one or more of five psychiatric disorders
measured including major depression, generalized anxiety disorder, post-traumatic
stress disorder, alcohol dependence, and drug dependence. Because women on
welfare are more likely to have a history of domestic violence, and because domestic
violence is correlated with health problems, domestic violence is an important
consideration when looking at welfare recipients’ health.

As one of the health problems associated with domestic violence, it is
interesting to note that one-third of the participants identified addictions as a
significant problem that they had struggled with in their lives. Addictions included
alcoholism (4), drug addictions (1), and gambling addictions (1). Importantly, all
participants who identified addictions’ problems also identified a history of domestic
violence in their lives. Although only one participant was still using, other participants
identified the energy and commitment needed to sustain a sober status. Samantha
explained how she had to make a choice between dealing with her addiction and
addressing her finances.

But | dealt with that [addiction] for a long time ...so | have been on and off the

system for years. Because | just, | would go on it [social assistance] and, and

try to take the time to, you know, to take care of myself and my life and then |
wouldn’t have the means, you know, my financial. They wouldn’t cover my
expenses - ever ~ so | would always end up going back to work and being
stuck in that same spot of, you know, not being able to — to sort of ignoring

my emotional state of mind and, um, concentrating on the financial means.
And, and so that went on and off for, for a long time (w2w017).

Attending Alcoholics Anonymous gatherings and meeting with sponsors took time

and energy that was difficult to find. Increased stress, anxiety, or depression
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heightened the desire to retreat to the addiction to cope with ongoing stressors.
During a particularly difficult time Loreen told me that although she was temnted to
start drinking again, she resisted the temptation for her children. She explained: “I'm
wanting them to have a stable place, a stable home life, and not having them seeing
me that way™ (w2w018-02).

In sum, participants expeﬁe}mced considerable physical and mental health
problems, which may have had consequences for their ability to sustain empioyment
in the labour-market. Furthermore, participants reported that their children also

experienced significant heaith probiems which will be examined next.

Health problems of children

Previous studies have found that low-income children have a
disproportionate number of chronic health problems when compared to middle-
income children (Lipman, Offord, & Boyle, 1996; Ross, Scott & Kelly, 1996). In this
study, participants identified fewer health problems in their children than in
themselves, but the problems identified were considerable, and in some cases,
severe. Six out of the 17 participants indicated that their children were generally
healthy, with the exception of the odd cold or flu. As detailed in Table 3, eleven
participants identified health problems ranging from allergies, low-iron, chronic ear
infections, and frequent bouts of sickness to problems as severe as asthma, pre-
schizophrenic symptoms, tourette’s disorder, attention deficit and hyperactivity
disorder (ADHD), oppositional defiance disorder (ODD), obsessive-compulsive
disorder, speech impediments, leaming disabilities, depression, bi-polar
disorder, pervasive development disorder (PDD), anxiety, heart problems, and pre-

signs of cystic fibrosis.
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Table 3. Health problems experienced by children

Allergies

Asthma and Other Respiratory Conditions
Attention Deficit & Hyperactivity Disorder
(ADHD)

Anxiety

Bi-polar disorder

Depression

Ear infections

Frequent ilinesses (colds, infections)
Heart Condition

Leaming Disabilities

Low-iron

Oppositional Defiance Disorder (ODD)
Pervasive Development Disorder (PDD)
Pre-symptoms of cystic fibrosis

Speech Impediments

Tourette's disorder

Schizophrenic Risk Factors

The time and energy needed to address physical and emotionatl health
problems in children was extensive. Children with serious health problems posed
challenges on a number of fronts. For parents of children with behavioural problems,
childcare could be difficult to secure (w2w002). Holding a job became particularly
challenging as children with significant problems had to go to specialists for various
appointments (w2w013; w2w020; w2w021). Long bus rides coupled with sitting in
waiting rooms and seeing specialists took a lot of time. One appointment could tie-up
much of the day. Participants reported that the time required to address health
concems of their children interfered with their ability to sustain employment. Other
research shows similar findings, indicating that more low-income women who were
not currently working reported difficulty finding work due to their children’s health
compared with employed low-income women, (Heymann & Earle, 1999; Romero et

al., 2002).
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Discussion of health problems

Because health problems may preclude welfare recipients from securing
employment, it is important that they be considered in any policy discussions about
moving welfare recipients from welfare to work. In examining SFI policies regarding
the health status of welfare recipients, it is clear that they include exemptions from
employment for people with health problems. Welfare recipients may qualify for a
short-term medical leave if their health condition is expected to last less than three
months, or a temporary medical leave if the health problem or disability is anticipated
to preclude employment for 3 to 12 months. Temporary employment exemptions
must to supported by medical evidence which indicate how long the medical problem
will likely last (AFSS, 1993, SFI-02-02-03, category 31). This category includes
pregnant women in their third trimester of pregnancy and dlients attending full-time
addictions programs. Clients assessed as “suffering from persistent mental or
physical health problems” which preclude them from “full-time/continuous
employment in the regular labour market” are not required to engage in employment-
related activities unless their circumstances change (AFSS, 1993, 02-02-03,
category 42). Furthermore, parents are given temporary exemptions from work
requirements if they are experiencing “unusual difficulty” in managing multiple work
and family demands (SF1 02-03, p. 3).

The work exemptions related to health concems in the SFI policies as stated
above appear comprehensive and adequate in addressing a broad spectrum of
health problems. Furthermore, there is some evidence to suggest that individual SF!
workers and doctors recognized and addressed participant's health problems
through recommending short-term medical leaves to participants. A number of

participants indicated that they had been on short-term medical leave one or more
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times for stress, depression, anxiety and other health problems. Yet, despite the
policy statements as indicated above, and the discretion used by individual social
workers and doctors in granting medical exemptions of one sort or another, the
health problems indicated by participants in this study, especially problems with
depression, anxiety, and other related mental health problems, suggest that these
exemptions may miss inconspicuous but critical health problems which may preciude
participants from securing and/or sustaining employment. Furthermore, the policies
do not adequately address how the heaith problems of children may impact a
parent’s ability to be employed. Although provisions exist in the policy to temporarily
exempt parents from work requirements for family care, parents in this study with
children with multiple health problems did not quality for work exemptions. Thus, the
findings here suggest that what determines good or poor health, or difficulty in
coping with work/family balance, may be more compiex than is identified in SFi
policies.

In the next section, | document the key experiences participants’ shared as
they recounted their lives on social assistance, including income and food insecurity,
stigma and social isolation. | suggest that the conditions in which welfare recipients
lived, particularly income and food insecurity, may have exacerbated preexisting

health problems.

“Welfare Sucks”: Experiences of Living on Social Assistance
Contemporary feminist analysis acknowiedges the oftentimes complex and
contradictory nature of women's relationship to the state, recognizing that the
welfare state offers independence and equality to women while concomitantly

marginalizing them (O'Connor, Orloff & Shaver, 1999). Evidence of this contradiction
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existed in responses from participants in this study. Although a few participants
acknowiedged their gratitude for the financial support offered through social
assistance, most participants shared negative experiences about their lives on
welfare. Most participants indicated that the system was impersonal and controlling,
and numerous participants indicated that they had never met their workers.
Barbara's response to a question about what it was like to be on welfare was: “they
just contro! you and they want to know every little thing about you™ (w2w004-03).
She felt the system was controlling because it penalized welfare recipients for not
submitting client cards or pay stubs through holding their cheques. She, like others,
also indicated that it could take days before her worker would retumn a phone call.
Danielle, a 37 year-old-woman who had only had a few short spells of welfare use in
her lifetime stated: “Um, well its hard to be told what to do when you're 37 years old,
that you can’t do this, and you have to do that, you know.... and then every time, if |
have to go back again, it's like, you know, let’s hope it’s only temporary. They'll think,
you know, I've failed, what's wrong with me?” (w2wOw14). Melanie summed-up her
feelings about how she felt the workers viewed her: “they just treat you like a dog,
they don’t care about you, you know, they just look at you, oh, another welfare bum”
(w2w016). Some participants summarized their impression on welfare with the terse
but unambiguous term, “welfare sucks”™. Samantha captured this sentiment:
Like | don’t ever want to be on welfare again, it sucks, it really sucks. And |
guess that’s positive for them. They make it so, you know, there are people
like me who just say okay, I'm never, ever going to go [on it again], you know
what | mean? And there’s people that just work their ass off to get off it, to
stay off it.... (W2w017).

Included in the experiences of hardship on welfare were income and food insecurity,

stigma and social isolation. These experiences will be explored in-depth below.
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Income and food insecurity

Particinants reported experiencing ongoing income insecurity while on social
assistance, which, in tum led to food insecurity. Given the social- assistance rates in
Alberta, reports of persistent income insecurity were not surprising. As outlined in
Table 4, the social assistance allowance in Alberta in 2001 for a single parent with
one child was $723 per month ($8681 per year). This amount was supplemented by
the National Child Benefit of $197 per month ($2358 per year), and two by-annuai
Goods and Services Tax (GST) rebates (totaling $520 per year) for a total monthly
income of $963, or an annual income of $11, 559 (National Council of Welfare,
2002).

Although not an official poverty line, the Low-Income Cut-Offs (LICOs) have
commonly been used to measure poverty rates in Canada. The LICOs are
determined by calculating the average percentage of income spent by Canadian
families on food, clothing and shelter, and then adding 20%. On average, Canadian
families spend 35% of their income on food, clothing and shelter. Thus, when a
family spends 55% or more of their income on food, clothing, and shelter, they are
living below the LICOs (Statistics Canada, 2004a). In other words, if a family spends
20% more on basic needs than the average Canadian family, it is below the LICOs.
Among other reasons, the LICOs have been criticized because of their relative
measure, and because they do not adequately consider regional or population
differences in the country (Sarlo, 2003).

To address some of the shortcomings of the LICOs, the Market Basket
Measure (MBM), a new yardstick to measure poverty, was developed by Human
Resources Development Canada. This measure, unlike the LICOs, is used to

determine the cost of basic needs including food, shelter, clothing, transportation
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and other items such as a telephone in vanious regions of the country. To
standardize this measure, the MBM uses a “reference family” — a family of four, two
adults and two children — to show the differing costs of necessary items in the basket
according to regions of the country (HRDC, 2003). According to the MBM, the
minimum annual income required to meet basic needs for a family of four in
Edmonton in 2000 was $23, 571 (National Council of Welfare, 2004).

Table 4 summarizes the differences in SF! rates, the MBM, and the LICOs,
showing that whether the LICOs or the MBM are used, SFI rates do not adequately
meet the basic needs of welfare recipients. It must be noted that in Table 4, the
MBM is based on figures from 2000, as figures for 2001 were not available.
Presumably, the 2001 figures would be slightly higher to reflect increases in the cost
of living. Yet, despite this slippage in the numbers, the SFl incomes fell well below
the MBM. On average, SFl incomes, even with additional income from the Child Tax
Benefit and GST rebates, were about 30% lower than the MBM, and 37 to 38%
below the LICOS (National Council of Welfare, 2004). Consequently, participants in
this study, like other welfare recipients, experienced income and food insecurity
which required them to employ various strategies to get through each month.

To address the difficult realities of income insecurity while living on social
assistance, participants needed to make difficult choices in order to make ends
meet. This reality is described by Loreen in the following passage:

| tend to be very, um, | guess with the amount of money that | get, | can't

afford to waste anything. And | know how hard it is for me to ask for help, so

| always make sure that there always has to be so much in the bank for...

Like | don’t buy anything that’s, um, like my son loves his little snacks. And

that's what we got from the food bank. He loves these little granola bar

things, um, dips they're called or something, we get from the food bank. Like

1 don't, | can’t afford to buy stuff like that. We have to live very, very sparingly

| guess you could say. Um, the one thing that | guess | go a bit crazy on is
like the fruit, right. Like it's just |, we don't have any fancy meals. Like every
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once in a while | take them ... to McDonald's, you know, that’s their treat.
And | usually take them to the dollar store, which is like pretty cheap and |
tell them, you know, take one. We just have to live very cheaply, basically
(w2w019).
As Loreen indicated, extras for lunches and outings to fast-food restaurants were
exceptional, not typical. Activities that are taken for granted by many middle-class
families were not assumed in the lives of the participants. Loreen described how her
seven-year-old son lost his tooth and Loreen had to tell him that the tooth fairy could
not come right now because she did not have any money. He then lost a second,
and then a third tooth, and he still had to wait, because she could not afford the
spare dollar to put under his pillow. She explained how she would have to start
putting some money aside so that she could pay him for his teeth. This kind of
poverty is unimaginable to many people in Canada where the average family income

is over $61,000 (StatisticsCanada, May 26, 2004), but it is the kind of reality that

people live daily on a social-assistance income.

Table 4. Annual SFI Rates and Low-income Measures, 2001

SFI Child Tax | GST Total from | LICOs, MBM,
Income Benefit Benefit Columns (After Tax) | 2000
1,2,3
Two 13, 030 4342 628 18,000 26,486 23,571
parents,
two
children
Single 8,681 2,358 520 11,559 18,540 16,929
parent,
one child

Source: HRDC, 2003; National Council of Welfare, 2002; Edmonton Social Planning
Council, 2004; Statistics Canada, 2004a

* The MBM was calculated by HRDC across Canada only for a family of four in the year 2000. Figures
for 2001 are not available. The figure given here was calculated for 2001 by the National Council of
Welfare (NCW, 2004).
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Participants gave rich descriptions of survival strategies that they used to
address food and income insecurity. They discussed a bicad range of strategies io
survive the month including smart shopping, purchasing particular kinds of affordable
food, self deprivation, creative bill paying, reliance on friends and family for food and
social support, program participation in community groups and food co-ops,
engaging in rent-to-own deals, using pawn shops, declaring bankruptcy, and
withhoiding information from SFi workers. A combination of these strategies was
usually employed in order to obtain enough food and resources for the month. The
methods employed to address income and food insecurity are described in greater

detail below.

Buying and eating food

Smart shopping combined with modest eating were critical strategies for
getting through the month. Smart shopping included shopping in a variety of stores
to get the best prices, using coupons, and shopping on specified days when prices in
grocery stores were reduced. To decrease transportation costs, many participants
used public transportation to go to the grocery store, utilizing a taxi service for the
retumn trip with a load of groceries. For example, Barbara, a 19-year-old mother with
one son, explained her shopping strategy. She shopped at Super Store because the
prices were better, and bought meat at the end of the day at another grocery chain,
when the price was reduced to clear out the day's meat stock. She did not buy junk
food as she knew it was expensive, and she used substantial amounts of macaroni
and rice to make casseroles for herself and her son. Another mom, Penny, shopped
on “cheap Tuesday” (a day allocated monthly by some major grocery chains when

the cost of groceries was reduced by 10 to 15%) in order to save 10% on all food
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purchases. She took the bus to the store, and caught a taxi back home with her
groceries, which cost her $5.

Many of the participants described how they accomplished the goal of staying
within their food budget. The most common strategy was to buy limited amounts of
fruit and meat, although many tried to ensure their children consumed at least some
of these food types. Fruit purchased was usually the inexpensive varieties such as
bananas and apples. Most participants limited meat purchases as well, and the meat
they bought was usually hamburger or tuna. Going without particular foods, most
commonly fruit or meat, the last two weeks of the month, was also a common
strategy employed to afford enough food. These findings are consistent with
Canadian research which has found that people living in poverty are less likely to eat
nutrient-rich food (Health Canada, 2002; Rainville & Brink, 2001). Specifically,
households typifying extreme food insecurity reported substantially less intake of
fruit, vegetables and meat than households with food security (Tarasuk, 2004).

Previous research has found that low-income people are more likely to skip
meals or reduce the quality of their food when food insecure (Hamelin, Beaudry &
Habicht, 2002; Health Canada, 2002). However, these findings are nuanced by the
allocation of food within households that are characterized by food insecurity. Food
distribution is uneven within households in times of severe food shortages (Hamelin,
Beaudry & Habicht, 2002; Mcintyre et al., 2002) where mothers sacrifice their own
food intake to ensure that their children eat (Cook, 2000; Mcintyre, Glanville, Raine,
Dayle, Anderson & Battaglia, 2003). The findings in my study also give evidence that
parents compromised their own nutritional needs, both in terms of quantity and
quality of food, in order to improve their children’s dietary intake. One participant,

Penny, captured this sentiment:
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Um, you know, so the thing of it is, you, the food issue, you can only buy so
much because you only have so much. You've still got to pay your rent, your
bills... 1 don’t put myself first, | put my son first because you pretty well have
to — kids come first (w2w002).

Melanie explained that because of a limited income, she “starved” herself to
ensure that her daughter ate properly. When | asked her to clarify what she meant
by starved, she explained that she did not eat regular meals. Rather, she maintained
a liquid diet throughout the day, drinking coffee for breakfast and milk for lunch, and
only consumed solid food at dinnertime. Conversely, her daughter ate three meals
per day plus snacks (w2w016). Through denying herself food throughout the day,
Melanie ensured that her daughter was able to eat more. Similarly, Trudy reflected
back to a time when she was particularly food insecure where she compromised her
own nutritional needs to feed her children.

There are times way back when it was so sad. | would break down crying

‘cause | had no food, no milk, no pampers. | had no choice but to tum to my

ex in-laws you know. They'd help out a little bit but only just for my little

ones....Back then | was so skinny, I'd lost so much weight. I'd have to give
my food to my kids just to feed them. They'd be so hungry. | know how to
manage on water (w2w005-03).

More common than reducing food consumption, mothers would deprive
themselves of certain foods to ensure that their children had sufficient nutrition. This
self-deprivation was described by Loreen:

Mostly the only protein that we get is like the tuna. I'm so grateful my kids

love tuna now. They wouldn't touch it in the beginning... Sometimes the kids

get so tired of having the same things over and over again. And we only
have enough, 1 only have enough made for sometimes just three people,
right. So, |, so | give them that and |, sometimes | just survive on bread,
which is not very good. But that's what | do... It's not very good for my
weight, but ... (w2w0139-03).

In talking further with Loreen, | had the sense that she had excellent knowledge of

nutritional requirements. Although she knew that bread was not her best choice, she

made a deliberate decision to eat a lot of bread in order to save the more nutrient-
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rich food for her children. She, like others, made difficult choices in order to
maximize the dollars available for food.

Despite their best efforts to put children first, the health of children was
sometimes put at risk due to budgetary limitations. Barbara, for instance, explained
why she stopped feeding her son formula three months before the recommended
age:

| just pay for my, actually | pay for my lights, and my cable, and my phone

and that — | don’t know how much that ends up being. And then | have

enough [money] for diapers. At first | didn’'t have enough because my son
was on formula, and because | couldn’t afford formula | took him off at a very
young age. He was off [formula] at six months, and he was on whole milk.

[Now] he’s on 2% because $18 a week | couldn’t afford for formula —like it's

too.much (w2w004).

In addition to being unable to offer children developmentally appropriate food,
finances were sometimes so limited that the food supply was completely diminished.
Loreen described how she lacked food for her children until she forced herself to go
to a food bank.

| guess | have too much pride or whatever and 1 hated having to ask for help,

you know, handouts. It was like "l can do this on my own”. Until | finally let it

sink in my head that the kids were hungry and that | had to do this. | went to
the food bank a couple of weeks ago because | had no food for my son’s
lunch. And it's just, it's crazy, | didn’t even have any money for the fruit that
we usually get (w2w019).

Agency support, particularly from small community groups such as drop-in
centres, parent groups and food co-ops, was commonly accessed by participants to
procure needed food. For instance, Barbara described in detail how she provided
lunch for herself and her son each week. On Mondays and Fridays she and her son
ate at a community centre which served soup and bannock. On Thursday they ate

lunch at a women's community centre. Tuesdays and Wednesdays she either

packed lunch, or had lunch provided by her son’s Grandmother (w2w004).
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Participating in food co-ops to obtain inexpensive bread and other meals was
another frequently reported strategy for procuring food. Through involving
themselves in programs like co-ops, limited funds for groceries could be stretched
further. Natalia, for example, went to a community kitchen where she contributed a
few dollars, prepared meals with other women, and then took the meals home to her
family (w2w010). Loreen was involved in a bread depot where she paid one dollar a
month and got bread three days a week (w2w013-03).

It is important to note that in Canadian households, insufficient income is the
strongest predictor of food insecurity (Vozoris & Tarasuk, 2003). The food insecurity
evident in the stories above are thus concrete manifestations of the shortage of
financial resources experienced by participants. In other words, "[m]easures of
household food insecurity are essentially measures of...acute financial insecurity. In
this sense, food insecurity denotes a more extreme tevel of materiai deprivation”
(Tarasuk, 2004, p. 196). In order to effectively eradicate food insecurity, then,
income insecurity must be addressed; however, as these participants’ experiences

show, social assistance rates were not meeting the mark.

Creative bill paying: “Pay the rent or feed the kids™

Chronic income insecurity necessitated that the procurement of food had to
be balanced with paying the rent and utility bills. Participants thus employed creative
strategies to pay bills which would allow them to subsist month to month, albeit
marginally. The majority of the participants indicated that they paid the rent first, and
then strategized about how to pay other bills. There were several methods employed

to pay utility bills. First, participants indicated that paying the bill that “screamed the

* This phrase is taken from Hurtig (2000).
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loudest” was a reasonably effective approach to preventing utility cut-offs. That is, if
a particular company indicated that they were going to cut-off a utility for failure to
pay, they would pay that bill first. Second, paying bills alternately helped to prevent
losing the utilities. This strategy involved, for instance, paying the gas bill one month,
and then the power bill the alternate month. A third approach commonly used was to
not pay bills in full each month, but to pay just enough on each bill to avoid getting
cut-off. Participants tended to employ a variety of these strategies at different times,
using pragmatism to ensure that their utilities would continue. This finding is
consistent with other qualitative research which found that juggling bills was a
survival strategy employed by welfare recipients to stretch limited income (Monroe &
Tiller, 2001).

Despite these strategies, most participants would inevitably have their phone
cut-off at some point, because this was the lowest-priority utility bill. During the
course of my study, well over half of the participants lost their phone numbers. The
fact that so many participants lost their phone numbers underscores the instability
and constant pressure that they experienced day-to-day. Many participants
described the reality of "not in service” as a regular occurrence in their lives — one

telling point about their chronic lack of funds and need to make choices about which

bills to pay first.

Reliance on others: Social support

Similar to earlier studies examining the experiences of low-income women on
social assistance (Edin & Lein, 1996; Miranne, 1998; Monroe & Tiller, 2001), | found
that participants often relied on family members, including parents, siblings, ex-

spouses, and other relatives, to provide needed assistance. One approach was to
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live with family members for emotional, practical and financial support. For example,
Karen, an 18-year-old mother with a one-year-old son, lived with her mother who
gave her assistance in a variety of ways. Karen's mother paid the rent for their
townhouse, and provided evening childcare while Karen was at work. Similarly, Mel,
a father with a three-year-old daughter, lived with his father and two cousins in order
to make ends meet. The four of them shared the rent, and Mel's dad provided
transportation to Mel as he owned a vehicle. Samantha would have her mother
come from another province to stay with her for weeks or months at a time. This was
bitter-sweet. On the one hand, her mother provided her with support doing needed
chores and childcare; on the other hand, living in a smali two-bedroom apartment
with her mother for extended periods of time was difficult because she lacked her
own personal space.

Participants also described how ex-spouses, parents, siblings, cousins and
other relatives provided necessary practical, emotional and sometimes financial
support in difficult times. For some participants, parents provided food and
sometimes small gifts of money (w2w004; w2w007; w2w017; w2w021; w2w022). In
addition, a number participants had the support of siblings, especially sisters, who
provided occasional childcare and emotional support (w2w005; w2w006; w2w011;
w2w017; w2w021; w2w106). Uniike the findings of Monroe and Tilier (2001) whose
participants reported that the fathers’ of their children were generally unhelpful,
several participants in this study reported assistance from ex-spouses in the form of
modest amounts of financial support and childcare (w2w010; w2w013; w2w014;
w2w015; w2w020; w2w021; w2w022). For a number of participants this was a

difficult relationship due to a history of abuse. The fact that these participants
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continued this relationship despite the element of risk involved underscored their

need for support from their ex-spouse, however volatile, especially with childcare.

Other survival strategies

Other survival strategies mentioned by some of the participants included a
variety of efforts to obtain goods and services. Some purchased rent-to-own
appliances such as beds, televisions. and washers and dryers. Still others pawned
items in order to get money to make ends meet. One participant, Samantha,
collected both Employment Insurance and SFI simultaneously for awhile in order to
catch-up on bills, even though she was aware that this was illegal. Others lived with
friends and relatives without informing social assistance personnel in order to save
money. Despite their best and creative efforts to keep the bill collectors at bay,
several participants inevitably acquired too much debt to manage and declared
bankruptcy. The debt load they carried was relatively small (the largest in my study
was $13,000), but with no end in sight some felt that they had no choice but to
declare bankruptcy and start over.

In summary, participants, in recounting their experiences of living on social
assistance, shared stories of hardship and struggle, which some encapsulated with
the phrase, “welfare sucks™. The significant income and food insecurity experienced
by participants necessitated that they employ creative survival strategies in order to
make ends meet. In addition to the practical consequences of income and food
insecurity, there were psycho-social impacts. In the next section, | discuss two key

corollaries of living in poverty - stigma and social isolation.
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Stigma

Participants described the humiliation involved with being on social
assistance, including the degradation involved in asking for goods and services
required to fulfill basic needs, and the implied failure of the welfare recipient for
relying on social assistance. Comments from several participants illustrate this
sentiment. Natalia, for instance, commented on the denigration involved in asking for
assistance with basic needs, stating: “ fee! like ! really have to belitle myself in order
to get anything from anybody (w2w010-02). Dana had similar thoughts: It's very, it's
all, it's a very embarrassing thing to have to apply for social services, and it shouldn't
be because that money is there for the people to use it and you shouldn’t be made to
feel like you're nothing. And that's how it is™ (w2w020).

Danielle described the disparagement she experienced while living on social
assistance: “._.its, you know, like its very degrading. You're stuck to a certain amount
of money, and to not be able to find a job, and you have to take a bus everywhere
and | really, you know... (w2w014). She also commented on the experience of not
having enough money for things, stating succinctly that “it's embarrassing when you
can't pay” (w2w014-03). Sarah indicated that the stigma attached to being poor was
already evident to her toddler: “But holy shit, you know...she’s [her daughter] not
even two years old yet, and she already knows what it's like to be in poverty almost”
(w2w015).

Goffman (1963) posits that stigmatized persons hold the status of either
discredited or discreditable. Discredited persons cannot conceal the source of their
stigma whereas discreditable persons can. Rogers-Dillon (1995) argues that welfare
recipients are not discredited, but rather discreditable, because welfare receipt is not

a visible attribute. Their ability to circumvent stigma is therefore dependent upon
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keeping their stigma status discreditable rather than discredited. To maintain the
status of discreditable therefore requires the ability to conceal poverty. In my study.
one participant, Samantha, gave a particularly poignant description of how she
attempted to conceal her poverty from others through her dlothing which merits
further discussion.

To achieve a look which would conceal her poverty status, Samantha spent
available time bargain shopping at trendy clothing stores to search for good sales.
She eschewed second-hand items as much as possible. To finance this, she worked
as a waitress every second Saturday in a higher-end restaurant in addition to
attending her full-time job retraining program to become a legal secretary. She would
also utilize the food bank when required and shop wholesale when she could get a
ride to the store. Her motto was “you attract where you're at” and so in order for her
to not “attract” poverty, she would look as middle-class as she could. She described
her rationale for this:

Because if | had to live with second hand stuff all around me, | would feel like

a second hand person, do you know what | mean? Like if everything | had

was used, or given to me, or, you know, because | could not afford to buy my

own, how is that going to make me feel like a self-sufficient human being?
it's not... (Ww2w017).
Samantha’s approach, to conceal her poverty from others through looking
mainstream, points to particular objects, situations, or places associated with poverty
that participants strived to avoid.

Goffman (1963) coined the term “stigma symbols™ to refer to “signs which are
especially effective in drawing attention to a debasing identity” (p. 43). Stigma
symbols can make visible attributes which might otherwise be invisible, thereby

changing the status of a discreditable person to that of the discredited. One obvious

example of using stigma symbols to discredit persons is the historical practice in
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some societies of buming symbols into the skin of individuals to make visible their
wrongdoing. Inversely, status symbols, such as clothing in Samantha’s view, couid
be used to elevate the status of a person.

In her qualitative study of the stigma experienced by welfare recipients,
Rogers-Dillon (1995) used a symbolic-interactionalist framework to show that food
stamps were stigma symbols for participants. Similarty, Reid (2004) found that food
banks, food vouchers, and other identifiers of poverty shamed the participants in her
study. Like the findings of these two studies, | found that food, clothing and shelter —
in other words, basic needs — served as significant factors which defined the stigma
status of individuals. Some participants, for instance, intentionally lived in non-
subsidized housing, and had no desire to move to subsidized units due to the stigma
attached to living in subsidized housing. Conversely, several participants who lived
in subsidized housing wanted to leave it, because of the stigma they associated with
it. in addition to Samantha, other participants recognized that clothing was an
indicator of one’s poverty. In discussing her inability to purchase new clothes, Carrie,
for example, stated that her clothes, like many of the participants of her employability
program, were old, stained, ripped, and wom-out which could negatively impact the
chance of obtaining employment (w2w013). Most significant for participants was the
stigma attached to food insecurity. Food vouchers in once instance, and food banks
in other cases, were identified as stigma symbols by participants in this study.

Hamelin, Beaudry and Habicht (2002) found that participants in food insecure
households felt shame and embarrassment about their situation and tried to conceal
food insecurity from others, sometimes even family members. | had similar findings.
Food insecurity was clearly a blatant manifestation of poverty, and was made visible

through the use of food vouchers and food banks. Carrie recounted a story in which
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her use of a food voucher became very public. Unlike most welfare recipients, Carrie
was issued food vouchers instead of cash because she had a gambling addiction.
Usually she was issued the food voucher at the end of the month for the following
month. On one occasion she went to Superstore instead of Safeway, where she
normally shopped. She was issued a $300 food voucher for November, but received
it at the end of October. As soon as she received the cheque, she went and bought
$300 worth the groceries (at Superstore she was required to use the whote voucher
at once as they would not give any cash back). After $307 worth of groceries had
gone through the till, she presented the voucher to the derk, who refused it because
it was not yet November 1st. Carrie recalled that everyone in the store was looking
at her, and that she was embarrassed as she waited and waited for them to call
social services to obtain approval to accept the voucher (w2w013). For Carrie, the
food voucher was a stigma symbol that became known to other customers in the
grocery store.

The food bank also served as a stigma symbol for participants. Most of the
participants only used the food bank when absolutely necessary, and many of them
tried to limit going there as much as possible. Similar to participants in Hamelin et
al.’s (2003) study, participants in my study recounted the experience of going to the
food bank as humiliating. This feeling was further accentuated by the fact that food
obtained from food banks was often stale and unappealing. Barbara commented: “|
don't like food bank food because it’s either expired or they have the, the fruits and
vegetables that are, and | don’t want to feed my son that” (w2w004). Barbara's
comment resonates with findings from Teron and Tarasuk’s (1999) study on the
quality and quantity of food distributed at food banks. In this study, Teron and

Tarasuk found that close to 80% of the hampers they examined contained at least
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one outdated or damaged food item, and over half of their study participants had
received food bank food at some point which they believed was unsafe to eat.

If participants needed to obtain free food, they were more likely to access
food from other community resources such as drop-in community centres, where
they felt less stigma in gathering the food. Penny, for instance, would never go to a
food bank, but unreservedly accepted food and other necessary items from the head
start program where her son was enrolied (w2w002). Food banks, in short,
highlighted participants’ poverty status and were therefore avoided when possible.
Participants thus had a complex relationship with food banks; while they disliked
using them because of the stigma associated with doing so, they also needed to use
them at times in order to procure enough food for their families.

On one occasion, | had the opportunity to go to a food bank with a
participant. | aranged to meet Natalia at the food bank so that | could drive her
home with her food, and then do an interview with her. Going to the food bank was
an eye-opening experience. | arrived before Natalia because she had missed her
bus getting there. The food bank staff asked if | was Natalia’s worker, and | replied
that | was a friend giving her a ride home. From that point forward, ! felt that | was
placed into a category in which the staff could separate themselves from me. It
seemed like the staff had a need to categorize people into “haves™ and “have-nots”.
Because | chose to conceal my status, | was downgraded into the category of “have-
nots” and treated accordingly.

To determine her eligibility for food, Natalia was interviewed by a staff
member at the food bank in a private office. While she was in the interview room |
babysat her children. On a couple of occasions during our wait, the children had to

use the washroom. Each time we went to the washroom we were escorted to and
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from the room. | felt like a second-class citizen just from that experience alone.
Standing at the reception counter, waiting for Natalia, | was asked to sit down. Again,
| felt like a second-class citizen. Natalia came out of the interview room disgruntied.
The food bank personnel would only give her food for two of her four children
because she had only brought identification for two of her children with her. | thought
this was ridiculous because they knew she had four children as she had used the
food bank before and they likely had computerized records.

As we were leaving, Natalia commented that the janitor was the only nice
person there. | shared her perspective. The janitor was an emaciated man with a
noticeable blood spot in his eye. He made small talk with us, played with the
children, and treated us with dignity and respect. The lack of friendliness displayed
by the other staff members compared to this man was somehow subtle and blatant
at the same time. The janitor was friendly, outgoing, gregarious. The others were
guarded and quiet. | found myself wondering which camp | fit into (Field Notes,
w2w010-03).

Rogers-Dillon (1995) points out that the term “welfare mother” is often
juxtaposed with “tax-paying citizen”, “suggesting that women who receive welfare
have a distinct and degraded sodial position™ (p. 442). She cites Simmel (1971, p.
172) who posits that “assistance...makes the poor person into an object of the
activity of the group and places him at a distance from the whole, which at times
makes him live as a corpus vile by the mercy of the whole and at times because of
this, makes him into a bitter enemy” (As cited in Rogers-Dillon, p. 441). At the food
bank, | experienced the objectification experienced by welfare recipients, enhancing
my understanding of poverty at an experiential level. Being treated as a “second-

hand” person was degrading. This experience created conflicting thoughts for me.
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Although | did not want the staff there to know who | was, first because it was not
necessary, and second because | wanted to get a sense of how Natalia would be
treated, | also found myself wanting the staff to know that | wasn't part of the group
they so obviously disdained. | was appalled with myself for thinking this. My
conflicting thoughts further underscored for me how charity creates a social
separation between the giver and the receiver, where the receiver is stigmatized with
his or her knowledge of being lower down in the social hierarchy.

Stigma is a relational concept; a person only experiences stigma in relation to
others. In examining stigma, Syme (1986) found that once a person passes the
threshold of poverty, his or her increased position in the hierarchy is more important
than the increase in material conditions. In other words, where a person fits in
relation to others in the social order of human society also matters. This suggests
that to understand the full implications of poverty, researchers must consider more
than simply a lack of material resources. According to this approach, the impacts of
ongoing degradation by individuals and groups for being “less than” in some way
must be considered. The findings on stigma from this study lend some credence to
Syme’s thesis. Participants suffered, not only from a lack of financial resources, but
from how they saw themselves in relation to others. Yet, it is important to recognize
that although poverty may be more complex than material deprivation, financial
resources provide a segue into obtaining access to social needs. In other words,
money provides opportunities to purchase goods and services which can elevate
one’s status in the social hierarchy. Conversely, a lack of economic resources often
leads to exclusion from mainstream society, causing stigma, and leading to social

isolation.
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Social isolation

The stigma of being poor was intricately tied with the social isolation that
occurred as a result of living on a low income. Natalia described how being at home
with her children while on social assistance was a negative experience. “It's just
because | was with my kids, that's all | had was my kids, nothing to do with them,
nothing to give them, nothing to show them, you know... “(W2w010-03). In her study
of the experiences of single mothers on social assistance within neo-liberalist
society, Power (2002) argues that one of the key ways that welfare mothers were
“othered”was through their identity as “flawed consumers”. Citing Bauman (1998),
she posits that we have shifted from a producer society in which we are valued by
what we produce, to a consumer society in which we are judged according to what
we have. In consumer society we are “now less influenced by our identity as workers
than by the identity we create for ourselves (for those who can afford it) through our
1ifestyle,” or what we consume” (Power, p. 192). Natalia's comment above, similar to
other participants, suggests that she saw her failure in her inability to provide
material goods and activities for her children.

Central to the experience of social isolation was limited opportunity to engage
in recreational activities. Many participants described watching television as their
main recreation, because they needed to do things that did not cost money. Carrie
described this:

P: Its really, it sickens me when, right now when Robbie says “of course we
can't go anywhere, we're too poor”. You know, that really bothers me, but okay. So
there you go, in a nutshell... And | was kind of hoping to take them to that, whatever
is downtown right now, but there's no money for buses so forget it.

R: ....So the kids don’t have bus passes.

P: That's just a downer. And that's about it. But we can sit and watch TV, if you
can afford cable.
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R: Do you have cable?

P: Right now, not for long because | won't be able to afford it.... (w2w013).

During the course of this study, a number of people | told about my research
commented that welfare recipients would have enough money if they did not spend it
foolishly on unnecessary purchases such as cable television. Yet the excerpt above
highlights the importance of cable for recreation because other recreational activities
were cost prohibitive.

In addition to transportation costs to get to places, there were other reasons
that even free events seemed prohibitive. This was due to the purchasable items at
these places that children wanted. Describing that her family was limited to doing
activities that cost little or no money, Loreen explained her hesitation to attend free
events:

...like there’s all those things that they have, like those festivals and stuff, |

wish | could take them. But my kids want the pop, they want the fries. | don't

take them to places like that because it, it makes, | guess it takes away from
the enjoyment for them because they want what everybody else is having,
and | can't afford it. | don't take them to places like that (w2w019).
Loreen indicated that she'd like to “kill that ice cream man” because every time the
ice cream truck came by her children pleaded for ice cream and she had to tell them
that she could not afford it.

In sharing this story with a colleague, | was reminded of the nuances involved
in understanding how poverty impacts individuals. When | told her about Loreen’s
reason for not going to the festival, her response was: “Well | don’t let my kids have
that stuff either. We take our own lunch to events”. However, these situations are

qualitatively different. Parents with the financial resources to purchase extras such

as junk food for their children but choose not to have a different experience and so
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do their children. When parents with money say “no, not today” when their children
ask for treats, their children know that they can have something special another day.
Conversely, children in poverty are cognizant that another opportunity might not
arise. In addition, the cupboards and fridges in homes of poverty do not contain
treats that the parents might present to children at a moment’s notice. For example,
when | left Loreen her twenty dollar gift certificate, her son noticed it immediately and
asked if he could go spend it. She asked him what he wanted to buy. He indicated
that he wanted chips, ice cream and vanilla coke. These items, while perhaps limited
in a health-conscious, middle-class home, were very rare treats for Loreen’s sons
because Loreen just could not afford to buy them for her children and they knew it.
Not being able to purchase these items, distinct from choosing not to purchase them,
further contributed to social isolation and reveals the marginalization of participants

in both social and economic ways.

Summary and Conclusions

The findings documented in this chapter depict the chalienges faced by
participants as they attempted to subsist on a social assistance income. Health
problems, income and food insecurity, stigma and social isolation all contributed to
participants’ daily struggles to subsist and point to a larger theme of systematic
exclusion of people in poverty in various aspects of society, not simply by their
choices, but through material, cultural and institutional processes. In her qualitative
study of poor women's experiences with poverty, health and exclusion, Reid (2004)
found that cultural, institutional and material exclusion were key components of the
experience of poverty for participants. Women were culturally excluded through

stereotypes about welfare mothers, institutionally excluded through a stigmatizing
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welfare system and two-tiered health and recreational systems, and materially
excluded through chronic income insecurity. The findings from my study, similar to
Reid’s conclusions, suggest that these processes mutually reinforced one another.
Income insecurity (matenal exdlusion) led to stigma which reinforced the othemess
of welfare recipients (cultural exclusion). Both income and food insecurity and stigma
were entrenched by a welfare system which ensured that participants would
continue to lack financial resources (institutional exclusion) and be viewed as sub-
standard members of the social hierarchy. Participants were thus further re-
entrenched on the margins, without the material resources to counter exclusionary
processes.

The intent of this chapter was to set the stage for welfare-to-work activities, to
show the daily conditions, struggles and systematic exclusion of welfare recipients
as they moved into welfare-to-work activities. In the next chapter | discuss the
experiences of welfare recipients as they attempted to become productive, market
citizens, showing the promise that employability programs offered against the

backdrop of struggle, hopelessness, and exclusion as welfare recipients.
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