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Poverty is still very much a women's issue. While there have been improvements in the past 
decade or so, women are still more likely than men to be living in low income. But statistics on 
low income do not tell the full story of women's poverty. While governments and advocacy 
groups redouble their efforts to "make poverty history", the United Nations has suggested that 
poverty cannot be eradicated unless we adopt a more comprehensive view of poverty - one that 
recognizes poverty is more than a shortage of income. As the United Nations describes it, 
poverty is "the denial of opportunities and choices most basic to human development - to lead 
a long, healthy, creative life and to enjoy a decent standard of living, freedom, dignity, self-
esteem, and the respect of others." 1
 
The social exclusion many women face as a result of gender inequalities is detrimental not 
only to women themselves, but to their families and their communities. Successful anti-poverty 
strategies must deal with issues related to women's low status and lack of empowerment.2  
Lack of access to education or affordable housing, for example, may mean women cannot 
participate as full and equal members of society. Women's economic inequality and lack of 
income may restrict their ability to leave violent domestic situations and to protect themselves 
and their children from abuse and physical harm. Living in poverty may actually result in poor 
health and shortened life expectancy.  
 
Measuring poverty 
 
Canada does not have an official poverty line, but the most common measures of low-income 
use the Low-Income Cut-Offs (LICOs) calculated by Statistics Canada each year. These 
measures calculate an income level at which a family or individual may be in straitened 
circumstances because they have to spend a greater proportion of their income on the 
necessities of food, clothing and shelter than the average family of the same size.  
 
Most anti-poverty and social policy advocacy groups, such as the National Council of Welfare, 
the Canadian Council on Social Development and various women's groups which measure and 
report regularly on poverty, use the before-tax Low-Income Cut-Off (LICO) which measures 
all the income of the family or individual including government transfers such as old age 
pensions, employment insurance benefits and social assistance. The before-tax LICO is often 
referred to as "the poverty line" and people with income below the cut-off are described as 
being poor.  
 
Statistics Canada prefers to use its after-tax LICOs, which take account of income taxes people 
have to pay as well as the tax deductions and exemptions they may receive. StatsCan says that 
since the purchase of necessities is made with after-tax dollars, it makes sense to use people's 
after-tax income to draw conclusions about their economic well-being. 3  
 
Recent emphasis on after-tax LlCOs may have created confusion because low-income rates 
reported by some advocacy groups are not always the same as those reported by Statistics 
Canada. In this report, we will use after-tax LICOs, unless indicated otherwise.  
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Canadian women living in low income 
 
Almost 1.5 million adult women were living in poverty in 2003 - the most recent year for 
which information is available. Among adults, aged 18 or older, women account for 54% of 
persons in low income. 4  
 
For some women, poverty may not be a persistent state. They may find themselves temporarily 
below the poverty line as a result of a change in circumstances such as the birth of a child or 
the breakdown of a marital relationship. But Statistics Canada reports that over a longer period, 
the number of people who experience low income at some point in time is much greater than 
one might conclude based on annual low-income rates. Women are more likely than men to 
experience long periods of low income. It is also important to look at the depth of poverty 
experienced by women. Some women living in poverty have incomes that are thousands of 
dollars below the poverty line. 
 
There are many reasons for women's poverty - from their patterns of paid and unpaid work and 
how these interact, to the design of income support programs that are intended to protect 
citizens who are disadvantaged.  But women's poverty is also closely related to their cultural 
background and family status. 
 
Aboriginal women 
 
The percentage of Aboriginal women living in poverty is more than double the percentage of 
non-Aboriginal women who are poor. At the time of the 2001 Census, based on before-tax 
incomes, more than 36% of Aboriginal women, compared with 17% of non-Aboriginal women 
were living in poverty. 5 Like many other women living in poverty, Aboriginal women are 
particularly affected by the social assistance policies of provincial and territorial governments. 
Aboriginal women employed on reserves may not be covered by the Canada Pension Plan. 
 
High rates of poverty among Aboriginal people are having disastrous consequences. Their life 
expectancy is seven years less than that of the overall Canadian population. As well, there are 
almost twice as many infant deaths among Aboriginal peoples - a higher rate than the poorest 
neighbourhoods in Canada. 6
 
Visible minority women and immigrant women  
 
Data from the 2001 Census, based on before-tax incomes in 2000, indicated 29% of visible 
minority women were living in poverty. While the poverty rate for all foreign-born women was 
23%, women who immigrated to Canada between 1991 and 2000 had a poverty rate of 35%. It 
is perhaps significant that the majority of these women were also from visible minority 
groups.7   
 
Racism and discrimination almost certainly contribute to high rates of poverty among 
racialized women. Immigrant women may also face difficulties in finding paid employment 
because credentials from their countries of origin are not recognized in Canada. Access to 
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language training may also be a problem. Many immigrant seniors do not receive Old Age 
Security benefits because they have not been in Canada long enough to qualify for a benefit. 8
 
Women with disabilities 
 
Data from the 2001 Census, based on before-tax incomes in 2000, showed 26% of women with 
disabilities were living in poverty. 9 Provincial social assistance programs may provide income 
support for these women, but rates are abysmally low. Welfare incomes for single people with 
disabilities were the lowest in Alberta and New Brunswick at 39% of the poverty line and 
highest in Ontario at 59% of the poverty line (based on before-tax LICOs). 10

 
Lone-parent mothers 
 
Women are much more likely to be poor if they are on their own without a spouse or partner. 
The depth of poverty of lone-parent mothers is a serious concern. For example, in 2003, the 
average income of the 208,000 women who were heads of lone parent families was $6,300 
below the poverty line.11 Recent trends are not encouraging. Between 1996 and 2001, the after-
tax low-income rate for female one-parent families fell from 53% to 34%. But it increased to 
39% in 2002 and was down only slightly to 38% in 2003. In contrast, the low-income rate for 
lone-parent families headed by men has dropped by half since 1996 - from 25% to 12.6% in 
2003. 12 Just 8.4% of all Canadian families with two persons or more were living in poverty in 
2003 and the poverty rate for non-elderly two-parent families with children was 6.6%. 13

 
Many lone-parent families must count on social assistance paid by provincial and territorial 
governments. But welfare incomes for single parent families, most of which are headed by 
women, range from a low of only 48% of the poverty line (based on Statistics Canada's before-
tax LICOs) in Alberta, to a high of 70% of the poverty line in Newfoundland and Labrador. 14

 
Older women on their own 
 
In 2003, the low-income rate for women aged 65 and over was 8.7% compared with 4.4% for 
senior men. 15 For the past decade, however, the poverty rate of older women on their own has 
varied between 27% and 19% with no significant downward trend over that period. In 2003, 
19% of senior women on their own compared with 15% of unattached older men were 
considered low income. 16 Average incomes of women aged 65 plus who were on their own 
and living in poverty in 2003 were $2,300 below the poverty line. 17  
 
Policy issues raised by women's poverty 
 
There has been no comprehensive attempt to address women's poverty in Canada. Existing 
programs and policies seem inadequate for the task and often work at cross-purposes.   
 
Paid work, unpaid work and low earnings 
 
Conventional wisdom has it that a job (meaning a paid job) is the best protection against 
poverty. But as the National Council of Welfare has pointed out, while a large percentage of 
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poor people under 65 have some connection with the paid labour force, there are not enough 
full-time jobs and there are too many jobs with very low wages. 18 For women there are 
additional complications. Women in the paid work force still earn less, on average, than men 
do even when they are employed full time. In 2003, for example, earnings of women who 
worked full-time for a full year averaged 70.5% of the average earnings of men working full-
time for a full year.19  
 
But many employed women do not have full-time full-year jobs. Globalization and 
restructuring of the labour market have resulted in a proliferation of non-standard work 
arrangements, such as temporary or contract work, part-time jobs, self-employment without 
employees. Many workers have become multiple job-holders, working several different jobs to 
make ends meet. Many of these jobs are poorly paid, there is little job security and generally 
no access to benefits such as pensions, which is why they are often referred to as "precarious 
jobs." About 40% of employed women, compared with 30% of employed men, are now 
employed in these kinds of jobs. 20 When all women are compared with all men in paid 
employment, women's earnings in 2003 averaged only 63.6% of men's. 21

 
The unpaid work women do - particularly caring for children or older and dependent family 
members - may limit the kinds paid jobs they can undertake as well as the hours they can work 
for pay. Even women in full-time paid employment average fewer hours a week than men 
working full-time. Many full-time jobs are also poorly paid and insecure. Low earnings 
contribute to women's current poverty, but low earnings and lack of pension coverage also 
result in low incomes in the future when women reach old age. 
 
Policies such as pay equity and employment equity, intended to address the wage gap between 
women and men, may be less effective in today's labour market where many women in paid 
employment do not have an ongoing relationship with a single employer and many work for 
small businesses in the service sector. Advocacy groups have lobbied for increases in the 
minimum wage rates set by federal and provincial governments. While some economists argue 
raising the minimum wage would lead to job losses, there is a growing body of evidence that 
refutes this conclusion.   
 
Lack of access to support services and income replacement programs  
 
Lack of access to support services, and particularly lack of affordable, reliable child care, also 
limits women's ability to participate in paid work. In 2003, about 38% of women aged 25 to 44 
who were employed part-time said they were working part-time because they were caring for 
children or had other personal or family responsibilities. (It is perhaps an indication of the 
current state of the labour market that almost 33% of women aged 25 to 44 who were 
employed part-time in 2003 said they were working part-time because they could not find full-
time work). 22 There is no comprehensive family policy that would address the needs of 
mothers and children. 
 
Maternity and parental benefits, available under the Employment Insurance program provide 
for 52 weeks of benefits (including a two-week waiting period) for new parents. But self-
employed workers are not covered. New rules implemented in 1997 have made it difficult for 
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some women to qualify - especially if they have been employed part-time. Claimants must 
have worked 600 hours in the previous 52 weeks to qualify for benefits. Statistics Canada 
reports that the fraction of mothers of newborns receiving income support through EI grew 
steadily during the 1970s and 1980s, but stopped growing during the 1990s. In 1998, about 
49% of families with newborns qualified and received maternity benefits, essentially the same 
proportion as in 1989. 23 Data from Statistics Canada's 2003 Employment Insurance Coverage 
Survey indicate that 35% of mothers of newborns did not receive benefits in that year. 24

 
Because of differences between women and men in average hours worked, it is now easier for 
fathers than for mothers to qualify for parental benefits. As well, benefits replace only 55% of 
the claimant's usual earnings up to a maximum of $413 a week. As a result, new mothers - and 
almost 90% of maternity and parental benefit claimants are mothers - may face financial 
hardship when they take maternity or parental leave. However there is a somewhat higher 
benefit rate for claimants who are in a low-income family (defined as one with a net income of 
up to a maximum of $25,921 a year). Some employers may top up EI maternity/parental 
benefits - especially where this has been negotiated by unions through collective bargaining 
 
Under an agreement with the federal government, concluded in March 2005, Quebec will 
establish its own parental insurance program beginning on January 1, 2006. The new program 
will cover self-employed workers and, under certain conditions, will provide benefits as high 
as 75% of previous earnings. Higher benefits will be available for low-income claimants and 
eligibility for benefits will not depend on hours worked in the qualifying period. Instead, 
employees and self-employed individuals will be able to qualify if they had earnings of at least 
$2,000 during the qualifying period  - generally the 52 weeks preceding a benefit period. 25

 
Qualifying for regular Employment Insurance benefits has been made more difficult for 
women since the rules changed in 1997. The Canadian Labour Congress estimated that, as a 
result of the changes, between 1989 and 1999, the percentage of unemployed women who 
qualified for benefits fell from 70% to 32%. Coverage of male unemployed workers fell from 
77% to 42%.26 As well, the way in which benefits are calculated also disadvantages women 
who may be on call or in other forms of contingent work because even weeks not worked are 
counted in calculating the average weekly earnings on which the benefit is based. 27

 
Training and self-employment 
 
It is important to note that restricted access to the EI program may also limit women's access to 
training which may be provided to recipients of EI benefits and which could help women 
improve their earning power. It should also be noted that EI has a program to encourage people 
to "create their own jobs" by becoming self-employed. Ironically, once they do this, they are 
no longer eligible for EI benefits if they are out of work. A study of self-employment in 1996 
found that the male/female earnings gap was larger among the self-employed than within the 
employee population, even after taking into account the fact that part-time employment was 
higher among women. 28
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Low incomes for older women and low pension coverage for younger women 
 
The Guaranteed Income Supplement (GIS) provides an income-tested benefit for poor seniors, 
with different rates for single people and for spouses or partners of a couple. The rate for 
married people is based on the joint income of the couple. Women are more likely than men to 
receive the GIS. For example, in June 2005, women accounted for about 51% of individuals 
who started to receive OAS, but they were 63% of those who began getting GIS. 29

 
High poverty rates among senior women on their own may continue in the future unless 
something can be done to help pre-retirement women prepare for a secure financial future. The 
percentage of women in paid employment who belong to a workplace pension plan dropped 
from 42% in 1992 to 39% in 2002. In the same period, pension coverage of men in paid 
employment dropped from 48% to 40%. 30 Women's low earnings make it difficult for them to 
accumulate retirement savings for themselves through contributions to Registered Retirement 
Savings Plans. As well, their low earnings and lifetime patterns of paid and unpaid work result 
in low pensions from the CPP which is designed to replace a percentage of average earnings at 
retirement. For example, the average monthly CPP retirement pension being paid to women 
who were new retirees in June 2005 was only $333.76, compared with an average $527.04 
being paid to newly retired men. 31

 
Inadequate social assistance rates 
 
Social assistance programs are provided by provinces and territories to individuals and families 
whose resources are inadequate to meet their needs and who have exhausted other avenues of 
support. But the National Council of Welfare reports that the value of most provincial and 
territorial welfare and related benefits continued to decline in 2004, sending many benefits 
down to their lowest levels since the 1980s after adjusting for inflation. 32

  
The federal government pays a National Child Benefit to all low-income families with children 
under 18. In effect, there is a Canada Child Tax Benefit and a National Child Benefit 
Supplement. But some provinces claw back the supplement from low-income families 
receiving social assistance. As a result these families are no better off than they were before. 
 
Guaranteed Livable Income and other proposals  
 
Some women's groups are now advocating a universal "Guaranteed Livable Income," (GLI) set 
at a level to ensure a "comfortable living," which would replace all existing income support 
programs and be paid by the government on an individual basis to every woman, man and 
child in Canada. Anyone with employment earnings or other sources of income above a certain 
level would apparently be required to pay back the GLI through their taxes. While cost 
estimates would depend on the income level to be guaranteed, Old Age Security (OAS) which 
is paid to individuals aged 65 or older and clawed back at source from higher-income people, 
pays less than $500 a month to about 2.5 million seniors and costs about $20 billion a year, 
after taking into account amounts recovered through the clawback.33
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However, public policy in Canada now seems to be moving away from collective 
responsibility in universal social programs, which are seen as protecting people from the 
market and shifting responsibility on to individuals by emphasizing programs that provide 
incentives to help people to succeed in the market. The emphasis is now on giving people a 
"hand-up rather than a hand-out." 34 The new approach being promoted in social policy circles 
is based on helping people accumulate assets that will enable them to become more self-reliant 
- in a sense, providing their own income support programs. "Asset-based social polices" 
emphasize equality of opportunity for the future, marking a shift from equality of outcomes for 
the present. It's an approach that should sound alarm bells for women, whose long experience 
of inequality has taught them that providing "equal opportunities" for those who start from a 
disadvantaged position does not result in equality of outcomes. 
 
About the Author: 
Monica Townson is an independent researcher and consultant working in the field of social 
policy. She is the author of five books and many studies and reports on pensions as well as the 
economic situation of women. She was the Chair of the Ontario Fair Tax Commission, and has 
been a consultant to the United Nations Economic Commission for Europe on the economic 
role of women.  
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