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The issue 

Changing Ontario Works caseloads
London change Oxford change St. Thomas change

2014 2017 2014 2017 2014 2017

Total Cases 11079 12210 1131 1466 1271 (195) 1596 1438 (158)

Months on 

Assistance – more 

than 12 months

5864

52.9%

7584

62.1%

9.2% 679

46.3%

764

60.1%

13.8% 797

49.9%

853

59.3%

9.4%

Months on 

Assistance – more 

than 24 months

3743

33.8%

7584

62.1%

28.3% 410

28.0%

555

43.7%

15.7% 468

29.3%

618

43.0%

13.7%



The issue 

Decreasing participation rate

• London region's total employment rate was 59.2 per cent, 
with a jobless rate of 7.3 per cent.

• Only about 258,000 people aged 15 or older are participating 
in the labour force, out of a total population of about 405,000.

• There are lots of jobs, but too few people to fill them.



Question

Do you see similar trends in 
your community?



The issue 

But who are these people?

How do we assist them/motivate them to become 
employed if we don’t know more about them?



Question

What do we know about 
literacy, meaningful 
employment, and labour market 
needs?



A few more things we know

• Cognitive skills (literacy, numeracy, problem solving and critical 
thinking) and behavioural skills (communication, resourcefulness, and 
adaptability) are critical for success

• Mid-career workers need a strong foundation of essential skills

• ¼ of university-educated adults and ½ of college-educated adults 
don’t have advanced enough literacy skills

• Essential skill shortages have been found across occupations and 
demand types

• 40% of Canadians have a deficit in one or more essential skills that 
limits their labour market engagement 



Ontario Trillium Project SEED project

• 16 weeks

• Deep dive into 4 local OW offices’ data

• Accompanying literature review

• Development of a theory of change to inform local 
programming



And the literature review 
said!



Two labour market approaches 

• Human Capital Development

• Labour Force Attachment

Commonly integrated into program design and delivery



Human Capital Development

Emphasizes:

• basic literacy and numeracy development

AND

• Job-related skill development



Human Capital Development

• Based on premise that unemployment takes away the opportunity to 
maintain and upgrade skills by working

• Possibility of leaving the unemployment pool declines as job seekers 
remain unemployed for a longer time

• Essential for vulnerable youth and adults to become employed in a 
stable job with a sufficient wage



Labour Force Attachment

• This approach is about moving welfare recipients quickly into jobs –
any type of job

• Activities include preparing a resume, practicing interview skills, job    
search skills and finding a job

• Viewed as most direct approach to ending the negative effects of 
welfare dependency

AND

• Getting people back to work so they can practice and build their skills



Question

Which of these two labour 
market approaches drive the 
most programming in your 
community?



Which approach shows better results?

Short-term: LFA

BUT participants often stay stuck in low-paying jobs and do not escape 
poverty

Long-term: HCD

Positive effects intensify over time for participants



Welfare-to-Work programs for single parents 

Findings:

Those with high school diplomas earned 2X more

Mixed approach substantially increased job search participation and 
participation in education and training

Recommendation: Integrate additional services – how to find a job, 
peer support, time-management classes, self-esteem building exercises 
and job development



Impact of adult education on return to work

• Welfare-to-work programs significantly increased participation in 
adult education for participants without a high school diploma or 
GED, even when participants preferred not to enter adult education

• 3 key at-risk sub groups:
• Persons with young children

• Those with Gr. 8 or less and no interest in upgrading their education

• Those with personal or family barriers to participation

• All 3 groups showed higher rates of participation in adult education



Impact of adult education on return to work

• Individuals entering the program with Gr. 9 or higher reading and 
math were 5X more likely to complete their GED

• Self-motivation to participate in adult education programs did NOT 
affect the successful attainment of a GED

• Required participation resulted in substantial increases in GED 
receipt, so participation in adult education can be successful even if 
people don’t want to be there



Adult education

Short 6-month programs – GED receipt and gains in math skills

Programs one year or more for measurable improvement in 
reading skills

Just not long enough for those with low educational attainment

Program quality matters: teacher experience and education 
influences outcomes



Adult education 

Individuals with very low literacy skills:
• Long pathway, many steps and challenges, few persist

Individuals nearer to high school completion: 
• GED success

• Employment outcomes enhanced with targeted postsecondary 
education or skills training 



Question

What does this information mean for 
Literacy and Basic Skills 
programming?

What implications, if any, do you see 
for local policy and program design?



Issue of marginal literacy

Individuals with level 2 and low-level 3 literacy skills

• 25% of workers in the Canadian labour force

Level 3/4 literacy essential for long-term labour force 
attachment



Recommendation: Improve workplace literacy

Implement workplace literacy programs targeting level 2/3 
employees

Move them to level 3 literacy – today’s minimum workplace 
standard

Rationale:
• 25% of Canadian workforce and actively attached to employment

• Faster and less expensive than moving level 1 individuals to a 
workplace standard 



Question

What would improving the 
literacy levels of people who are 
already working do for Ontario 
Works clients?



Key elements of successful programs

• Developing a well-defined mission

• Providing specially targeted classes to students on OW

• Hiring skilled, experienced teachers

• Ensuring ongoing staff development

• Varying instructional approaches (including small group and computers)

• Emphasizing regular attendance

• Aggressively following up on absences

• Adopting relatively intense class schedules

• Promoting high degrees of teacher student and student-student interaction



Question

How did you do? What else could 
you do?



Toronto Research: Improving our 
Knowledge of and Responses to Singles 
on Ontario Works in Toronto



5 great research reports



Singles and deep poverty

• Three times as many working-age singles (33%) live in poverty 
compared to all Canadians (10%)

• Among singles, those aged 45-64 have the highest risk of living in 
persistent low income: more than 20% experience poverty for six 
straight years or more

• Three times as many singles aged 45-64 (30%) are not working or 
looking for work compared to all Canadians (10%)

• More than a quarter (27%) of singles aged 45-64 have a literacy score 
of Level 1 or lower compared to 17% of all Canadian adults



Working Report #1 – More than Just a 
Number
• 38% of the singles caseload were aged 45 and over

• 38% of the singles caseload were female;
• Among women on the singles caseload, 42% were 45 and over

• Young men (under 30) represented less than 19% of the singles 
caseload and women 45 and over comprised a sizeable share (16%) of 
the caseload

• 30% of singles completed post-secondary training of some kind

• 35% identified struggling with physical and mental health issues



Working Report #2 – Walk a Mile in their 
Shoes
Details key themes and issues that emerged through in-depth 
interviews:

• Positive experiences – workers, programs or increased funds – help 
stabilize lives and make progress

• There are barriers – rules and practices that hold OW clients back and 
from supports and services they need the most

• Deep poverty and social isolation create challenges with housing, 
food security and poor health



Working Report #3 – No Simple Story

Understanding who is on assistance and the lives they are living, shapes 
how both the challenges they face, and the policies, programs and 
services they require, are viewed.

The stories reinforce the importance of understanding singles as 
unique individuals, with rich, complex and sometimes contradictory life 
stories.



Working Report #4 – Exits to Employment

Identifies the factors associated with leaving assistance for 
employment

Finds that poor mental and physical health, disability and loss of 
motivation are significant barriers to leaving OW for employment.



Let’s talk barriers

Half of the 2016 Toronto singles caseload (51%) were classified as 
“distant” from the labour market with a primary goal of life stabilization 
rather than job search or employment.

Youth – lack of education/skills and lack of Canadian work experience

Prime working age and mature workers – poor health and 
transportation issues

Disability and loss of motivation identified by 10% of prime working age 
singles and prevalence increased among mature workers

Prime working age –need for record suspensions



Barriers for Toronto OW singles

Health Transportation

English 
language 

skills

Lack of 
Canadian 

work 
experience Financial

Immigration 
status

Lack of 
education & 

skills Addiction 
Criminal 
record

Canadian-born; low education  36 24 24 13 18

Naturalized; low education 44 21 29

Refugees 14 49 59 46

Canadian born; completed PSE 35 22 49 22

Naturalized; completed PSE 37 21 10 16 21



Question

What could this information mean for LBS 
programming?



Unique OW single typologies

Singles born in Canada with lower education attainment

• 32% of all singles. 

• Just over half (53%) completed high school

• 68% are men

• Highest proportion of homelessness

• Received assistance more frequently, averaged 31.4 months on 
assistance

• Highest rate of recidivism



Unique OW single typologies

Naturalized citizens and permanent residents with high school or less

• Second largest group – 28%

• Older than Canadian-born counterparts (avg. age of 43)

• Highest length of time on assistance (38 months)

• 60% were men

• Highest likelihood of citing health issues as a barrier to employment 
(44%) followed by lack of education/skills (29%) and transportation 
(21%)

• Language barriers (19%) and lack of Canadian work experience (18%)



Unique OW single typologies

Convention refugees and refugee claimants

• 14% of singles caseload

• Youngest OW singles group (avg. age is 35)

• Just over 2/3 were male (68%)

• 35% had less than high school

• Lowest average length of time on assistance (19 months)

• Recidivism was lowest compared to other groups

• Health was not as much of an issue as lack of Canadian work 
experience (59%) or a language barrier (49%)



Unique OW single typologies

Canadian-born individuals with completed post-secondary credentials

• Made up 11% of singles

• Avg. age was 39.5

• Men accounted for 55%

• More of these singles reported earnings

• Reported barriers were poor health (35%), financial pressure (22%), 
and transportation issues (22%)



Unique OW singles typologies

Naturalized citizens/permanent residents with post-secondary

• A small but notable singles group

• The oldest of the groups – over half were 45 or older

• Almost half (48%) were women

• Averaged 31 months on assistance (comparable to singles with high 
school)

• Experience more complexities around barriers to employment –
heath (37%), financial pressure (21%), transportation (21%)



Question

What, if anything, do you know about the 
typologies within your local OW office(s)?

Let’s reflect on these typologies and what 
they might mean for program planning and 
design…



Regional Results from the 
London Economic Region



Average Number of Days an Activity is Open (by location, by activity)
Elgin London Oxford Middlesex Weighted Average

Learning, Earning and Parenting (LEAP) 158 516 130 505

Independent Job Search 392 525 323 759 467

Job Search Requirement 322 457 301 224 449

Community Placement 375 467 234 422

Basic Education and Language Training 283 406 226 190 391

Addiction Services Initiative 368 374 416 192 371

Retaining Employment 376 368 312 212 361

Job Specific Skills Training 281 360 213 96 323

Self-Employment 318 275 633 293

Structured Job Search 246 382 225 168 289

Employment Placement 269 161 257

Employment Placement with Incentives 338 15 230

Literacy Screening Questionnaire, Assessment and Training 70 273 367 227

Employment Information Session 19 72 58 67

Weighted Average 197 323 268 205 301

Average of days



Percentage of  Participants by Activity

Elgin London Oxford Middlesex
Activity 
percent

Job Search Requirement 6% 34% 4% 24% 30%

No Action 36% 20% 25% 22%

Basic Education and Language Training 8% 16% 8% 9% 14%

Retaining Employment 11% 10% 10% 26% 11%

Independent Job Search 15% 7% 30% 0% 9%

Employment Information Session 5% 6% 5% 0% 6%

Structured Job Search 8% 2% 16% 29% 4%

Addiction Services Initiative 5% 2% 1% 4% 2%

Job Specific Skills Training 2% 2% 1%

Learning, Earning and Parenting (LEAP) 1% 1% 1%

Self-Employment 1% 1% <1%

Community Placement 2% <1%

Literacy Screening Questionnaire, Assessment and Training 4% <1%

Employment Placement 1% <1%

Employment Placement with Incentives 1% <1%

Total 100% 100% 100% 100% 100%

80% of client population



Question

How does the allocation of resources 
compare to the literature review results 
related to the two social theories 
mentioned earlier (Human Capital 
Development and Labour Force 
Attachment) and their long-term results?



London client profiles of interest

4 categories of interest:

• Youth 16 -19 years

• Dependent adults

• Adults 3-10 years
• Adults > 10 years 

Random sample of London administrative dataset



Date from a single OW office by gender 

Canadian 

Citizen

Permanent 

Resident

Refugee 

Claimant
Total

Female 60% 55% 62% 60%

Male 40% 45% 38% 40%

100% 100% 100% 100%



Family category by citizenship

Canadian 

Citizen

Permanent 

Resident

Refugee 

Claimant
Total

Couple 5% 6% 0% 5%

Couple with Children 5% 9% 0% 6%

Couple with Dependents 7% 36% 67% 15%

Single 52% 25% 14% 45%

Sole Support 30% 24% 19% 29%

100% 100% 100% 100%



Participation by status

Canadian 

Citizen

Permanent 

Resident

Refugee 

Claimant
Total

Actively Participating 62% 84% 100% 68%

Deferred and Actively Participating 11% 9% 0% 10%

Deferred and Not Participating 20% 7% 0% 17%

Not Actively Participating 7% 0% 0% 6%

100% 100% 100% 100%



Question

Which client groups seem the most difficult 
to engage? What approaches might help 
with this?



Theory of Change
The program value proposition



Theory of Change: insights from the literature

‘Layer’ literacy training and targeted skills training and job 
search 

Shorter, targeted training rather than generic programs

Advanced literacy skills essential for long-term labour market 
success



Theory of Change: insights from the literature

Include “softer” skills (confidence building and aspiration; 
rewards and positive encouragement)

Develop skills training in conjunction with area employers 
and educational institutes

Individualized service planning | Socioeconomic context 
matters





Question

Do you have any questions about the draft 
theory of change? Need clarification?

Is there anything missing? Anything that 
doesn’t resonate with you?

How does it compare with your agency’s 
theory of change?



Question

What might we expect as LBS programs 
over the coming years with respect to the 
recent change in government at the 
provincial level?



Thank you


