Selected Findings of
Income Security Advocacy Centre’s
'In Their Own Words' Report (2026)

Prepared for discussion at Income &
Employment Security Action Group Meeting
16 June 2026
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Presentation Notes
The new report In Their Own Words: A Recipient-Informed Case for Fixing Ontario’s Social Assistance System by the Income Security Advocacy Centre (ISAC) documents the lived reality of social assistance recipients in Ontario. 


Key

Findings

e 83% of respondents live on less than
$30,000 annually.

e 82% of OW recipients lost purchasing
power due to inflation

® 67% of ODSP recipients saw no
meaningful benefit from indexation with
rent increases outpacing any benefit gain.

e Recipients consistently want work,
dignity and stability



Why This Matters for Bruce-Grey

o

INCOME INSECURITY DRIVES RURAL RESIDENTS FACE LOCAL ADVOCACY CAN
HOUSING INSTABILITY, FOOD GREATER INFORMATION INFLUENCE PROVINCIAL
INSECURITY AND POOR AND SERVICE ACCESS REFORMS AND LOCAL

HEALTH BARRIERS SERVICE DESIGN



About the Report &
Methodology

Anonymous survey findings from 200 Ontario social
assistance recipients in urban and rural areas.

Oct to Nov 2024

Supplemented by focus group discussions facilitated
by community legal clinics and partner organizations.

Participants included Indigenous people,
newcomers, people with disabilities and single
parents.




Employment
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65% of OW recipients reported
health/ disability barriers to
work

43% of all respondents cannot
work due to disability

Only 19% reported employment
iIncome

56% of workers lacked paid sick
leave



How Additional Income Would Be Used
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What Increased Income Would Support

Recipients would use additional income primarily for essential needs.
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With just over half of respondents prioritizing food/groceries, the data reveals severe food deficits, such as reliance on food banks or skipping meals. 

Given that ODSP payments are primarily used to meet basic food requirements, the data indicate that increasing ODSP rates could directly help reduce the alarming levels of food insecurity in Ontario and lessen reliance on emergency food aid and food banks. 

The findings also support a direct link between low ODSP payments and personal and public health crises, furthering the case for income increases, which would effectively improve nutrition and likely lower downstream healthcare costs, saving taxpayer dollars on emergency healthcare spent managing exacerbated chronic illnesses.

Transportation: Recipients prioritized reliable transit for accessing services, jobs, or community resources, with comments like “access reliable transportation” and “covers car insurance, gas.” Sub-themes of vehicles and public transit align with prior findings of 39% of respondents always using OW for transportation


Housing & Poverty

* 47% of OW recipients would direct
more income toward rent

* Housing costs frequently exceed
shelter allowances

e Participants described homelessness
and housing instability risks
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Rent increases consistently outpaced any benefit increases, negating the effect of ODSP indexation

Focus groups participants described being homeless or at imminent risk as a direct consequence of inadequate shelter allowances

External data showed healthcare costs linked to homelessness and poverty average $12,209/person annually, with the national economic toll of homelessness reaching up to $10 billion/year. 

Housing/rent was the second-highest priority. The respondents’ accounts present a strong case for income support increases and enhanced shelter supports, clarifying that increasing ODSP rates would act as a preventive measure against homelessness. Increasing ODSP rates could therefore offset costs governments bear in shelters and social services, while also avoiding the human cost of becoming homeless.



Service Delivery
Challenges

39% reported caseworker accessibility/communication
issues

29% experienced dehumanizing interactions

26% reported administrative delays or errors

46% of rural ODSP recipients had negative experiences
relation to information access vs 27% of respondents in
large urban centres

Indigenous recipients reported substantially higher
discrimination rates
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The report highlights concern about Ontario's move toward online application and service systems.

Many respondents reported:
Technology barriers
Lack of computer access
Difficulty navigating online systems
Need for in-person assistance

Although not exclusively rural, the report links poor rural service experiences to:
Limited physical service access
Dependence on digital systems
Lack of regional outreach and support

Marginalized communities face compounding barriers


Table 5: What challenges do you face in transitioning out of
the Ontario Works (OW) program?

0 10% 20%  30% 40% 50% 60%  70%

There are not enough
suitable employment
opportunities

My job experience
is not recognized
in Canada

10%

Available jobs

require a higher 35%
education level
Available jobs
35%

require skill sets
I do not have

| have health/
disability related
barriers to work

B5%

| cannot find affordable/
appropriate caregiving for
my child, elder or family that
would allow me to work

16%

Other 27%
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The most prevalent challenges are health/disability barriers (65%) and lack of suitable employment opportunities (59%), with “Other” responses (27%) revealing additional issues like housing costs, mental health burdens, and insufficient OW funds


What Recipients Are
Asking For

 |ncrease OW and ODSP rates
e Reduce or eliminate clawbacks

* |ncrease shelter allowances

* Expand disability and health supports
* Improve dighity-centred service delivery
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Based on the findings, the authors argue that rural recipients require:
Improved access to information
More client-centred service delivery
Regional outreach initiatives
Better communication channels
Staff training sensitive to local realities and barriers

Overall takeaway

For rural respondents, the report's central finding is not that their financial struggles differ dramatically from other recipients, but that their interactions with the social assistance system are often more difficult. 

Rural recipients reported substantially poorer access to information, lower satisfaction with services, and greater barriers associated with remote and digital service delivery. 

The report concludes that targeted rural outreach and improved access to services are necessary to ensure equitable access to OW and ODSP supports.



ISAC Solutions & Recommendations

Index

Index OW rates
to inflation and
begin doubling
OW and ODSP
to at least
meet Ontario’s
poverty line.

Eliminate or
substantially
reduce income
clawbacks until
recipient
earnings
exceed the
Market Basket
Measure/

Official poverty
line.

Increase

Increase
shelter
allowances for
OW and ODSP
to reflect
actual market
rents

Reduce
barriers to
ODSP eligibility
and streamline
the disability
determination
process

Mandate
trauma-
informed,
culturally safe
caseworker
training and
accountability
mechanisms.
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Increased Rate & Income Support
Double OW and ODSP Rates.  
Immediately index OW to inflation 
Benchmark to Ontario’s poverty line (-$2,444/month for a single person) 

Lower Clawbacks & Higher Asset Limits 
End clawbacks on earninngs until income exceeds the poverty line
Raise liquid asset limits: $20,000 for OW; $100,000 for ODSP
Eliminate the $10,000 cap on voluntary gifts and payments

Better Disability & Health Supports
Remove barriers and streamline ODSP application and approval
Expand coverage: dental, vision, medications, mobility aids, mental health
Require mental health conditions to be recognised as a disability

Improved Service & Administration
Mandate trauma-informed, culturally safe caseworker training
Improve caseworker consistency and accessibility in rural & Indigenous communities
Invest in job training, credential recognition and affordable childcare


Implications for Income
& Employment Security
Action Group

* Advocate for adequate income
supports

* Support employment
pathways and workforce
inclusion

e Address rural access barriers

* Promote housing and poverty
reduction strategies
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46% of rural ODSP recipients had negative experiences related to information access vs 27% of respondents in large urban centres. 
Newcomers faced language barriers and had credentials (both foreign and locally obtained) ignored, which compounded their economic exclusion. 



In Their Own Words: The
State of Social Assistance
in Ontario -

Report Launch and
Community Discussion

THURSDAY, JUNE 25, 2026
10:30 AM -12:00 PM via Zoom

Register here: http://bit.ly/3Sm0OX9D

Join us for the launch of the Income Security Advocacy Centre’s
new report, In Their Own Words: The State of Social Assistance
in Ontario, including a community discussion about the findings
AND how to turn this data into action! Panelists include:

Asif Khan  Research and Policy Analyst, ISAC

Sara Mayo Social Planner, Social Planning and Research Council of Hamilton

Janet Paterson Ppresident, Ontario Injured Workers Group (ONIWG)

PeterT. Community Advocate
Jill Umbach coordinator, Bruce Grey Poverty Task Force I SAC

Questions about the event? Email claudia.calabro@isac.clcj.ca www.incomesecurity.org




Discussion & Next Steps

o Q. in

What advocacy What local How can partners
priorities should evidence can amplify recipient
the Action Group complement these voices?

support? findings?
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